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ABSTRACT
This dissertation examines the pedagogical decision making processes of eight social studies
teachers in West Virginia who taught about race and racism during the 2021-2022 school year.
Teaching about racism and issues of race has become highly politicized, but social studies
educators remain uniquely poised to have meaningful discussions about racial discrimination and
how race and various other social identities form a matrix of power and privilege. To examine
the complex decisions social studies educators in West Virginia make when adopting racial
justice pedagogy and the sociopolitical contexts informing their decisions, this qualitative study
uses the three complementary theoretical frameworks of critical race theory, critical whiteness
studies, and critical regionalism. The three frameworks inform this study’s emergent design and
research methods, which pull from collaborative and critical educational ethnography
methodologies. Based on interpretative analysis of qualitative data, which includes individual
interviews, artifact analysis, and a focus group, findings indicate that consultants’ interconnected
and layered sociopolitical contexts framed their pedagogical decision making processes and
situated emergent patterns across consultants’ instructional goals and pedagogical approaches.
The themes in this study add a new and nuanced perspective to broader conversations about the
teaching of race and racism, particularly in the field of social studies education. Second, they
reveal that educators need support when entering into the complex and crucial work of racial
justice pedagogy.

xv

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
In the summer of 2020, thousands of people protested across the country in the wake of
George Floyd’s death. His murder followed increasing reports of excessive force used by law
enforcement. It had been succeeded by still more instances of police brutality, racial bias, and an
uptick in militant reactions to protests (Reuters, 2020). In response to the rise of injustices across
the nation, there was a resurgence of the Black Lives Matter movement, started by a group of
Black women in 2013 after a jury acquitted George Zimmerman in the death of Trayvon Martin
(Joseph, 2017). The events of 2020 reminded us that racial discrimination was still a reality and
reaffirmed that Black bodies are continually used as intentional and systematic targets of
violence (Coates, 2015). As a result of the recent social reckoning, more educators have been
reflecting upon their practices, questioning the racist history of their institutions, and committing
to social justice teaching for white1 students and students of color (Arundel, 2021).
As more educators develop curricula that help students examine racism’s origins and
guises (Arundel, 2021), teaching about race and racism has become the newest political
flashpoint in recent months. At least 36 states have either passed laws banning the explicit
teaching of “divisive concepts” or are considering enacting similar regulations (Meckler &
Natanson, 2022; Stout & Wilburn, 2022). According to the enacted or proposed laws, divisive
concepts can include any topic that may make individuals feel shame, anguish, or even
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Although the American Psychological Association (2019) guidelines suggest authors capitalize racial identities, I
defer to Matias et al. (2014) and other scholars (Hawkman & Shear, 2020; Leonardo, 2009; Thompson, 2004;
Tochluk, 2010) and choose not to capitalize the racial identity white unless appearing in a citation or at the
beginning of a sentence. The authors (Matias et al., 2014) explain this stylistic choice best: “In an attempt to reequalize racial labels and terminologies in education research articles, this article capitalizes Black and Brown to
give credence to the racialized experience of people of color as a proper noun. It also strategically lowercases the
word white to challenge white supremacy in language” (p. 302). I began making the conscious grammatical change
in 2021 after seeing scholars use purposeful language to challenge racial discrimination and reflecting on how I must
acknowledge my own identity as a white woman when writing about race.
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discomfort on account of their race or sex (Crenshaw, 2021). The highly vague and sweeping
laws often do not ban the teaching of specific historical events or even the economic, historical,
cultural, and political roots of racism in America. Moreover, the laws focus on the feelings of
students—and parents—who may claim unease or guilt when discussing racism, even if students
learn about historical facts proven by primary sources. Undoubtedly, divisive concepts laws will
have significant ramifications for schools, faculty, and students. For example, the laws would
ultimately limit discussions dealing not only with race and racism but also sexual orientation,
gender identity, the LGBTQ+ community, and all forms of sexual or gender-based
discrimination. As a result, teachers would not be able to talk about current events, which include
social justice movements, or historical events, such as chattel slavery, which was explicitly
codified in white supremacist laws. Similarly, divisive concepts laws would force school districts
to change their curriculum to avoid historical examples of white supremacy, such as the
widespread lynching of Black men during the Jim Crow Era or the genocide of Indigenous
peoples, because such topics may make white students uncomfortable (Pendharkar, 2021).
Even though few bills have referred to critical race theory specifically, there is no doubt
the contentious national debate has driven the passage of divisive concepts laws (Crenshaw,
Gotanda, Peller, & Thomas, 1995; Schwartz, Harris, & Pendharkar, 2021). Kimberlé Crenshaw,
who helped coin the term in 1981, recently defined critical race theory as “a way of looking at
law’s role platforming, facilitating, producing, and even insulating racial inequality in our
country” (Crenshaw, Thomas, & Williams, 2021). Yet, conservative political pundits and
politicians have co-opted the term critical race theory and are spreading the myth that it teaches,
“‘every white person is racist,’” or, “‘children are inherently bad people because of the color of
their skin’” (Ted Cruz, 2021, as cited in Kendi, 2021, para. 2). The next political scare tactic of
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the 21st century is critical race theory. The concept, as politicians and political pundits use it, is
nothing like its actual definition (Reyes, 2021). Instead, the rhetoric is couched in divisiveness. It
also harkens back to much of the language used by white lawmakers who resisted the Supreme
Court’s landmark Brown v. Board of Education decision. Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, white
opponents of integration positioned their language as protectors defending their cultural—and
white—heritage and guarding their vulnerable—and white—schoolchildren from Black students
entering their schools (Crenshaw, 2021; Kendi, 2021).
The recent language of division has led to much confusion about what critical race theory
is and has engendered hysteria about what is being taught in schools. Both politicians and the
media alike have fueled this political flashpoint. On September 4, 2020, former President Donald
Trump’s administration issued a directive to all national agencies, which immediately ended any
government-funded anti-bias training (Stout, Park, Lyon, & Rhor, 2021). The memorandum also
posited, “The divisive, false, and demeaning propaganda of the critical race theory movement is
contrary to all we stand for as Americans and should have no place in the Federal government”
(Vought, 2020, p. 2). When Chris Wallace questioned Trump about the 2020 directive during the
first general election presidential debate, Trump responded, “‘I ended it because it’s racist…they
were teaching people to hate our country’” (Lang, 2020, para. 2).
In the following months, news coverage accelerated the confusion and hostility.
According to The Washington Post (Barr, 2021), in April, May, and June of 2021, critical race
theory was mentioned 1,640 times on the conservative Fox News, up from being used just 132
times during the entirety of 2020. During the same three-month period, however, the phrase was
mentioned only 250 times on CNN and 264 times on MSNBC, both of which lean more left on
the political spectrum (Ad Fontes Media, 2022). The increasing coverage of critical race theory
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by popular conservative media companies, like Fox News, has paralleled the growing concern
about its use in schools. The Heritage Foundation, an American conservative think tank,
conducted a poll (Sailor, Burke, Segal, & Kissel, 2021) between December 2020 and February
2021 and found that only 35% of parents were familiar with critical race theory, of which 60%
were neutral or unsure of the term, 26% had a favorable opinion, and only 14% had an
unfavorable view. A few months later, in June 2021, The Economist and YouGov poll found that
64% of adults were now familiar with the term critical race theory, of which 58% had an
unfavorable opinion, 38% had a favorable view, and only 4% were unsure. The extreme shift
from 60% of Americans not knowing the term critical race theory to four months later, when
64% of Americans had now heard of the term, is indicative of the intensifying rhetoric and
fevered coverage manufacturing fear.
Interestingly enough, however, the same Economist and YouGov poll (2021) showed that
only 54% of Americans could define critical race theory while 23% could not, and another 23%
were unsure if they could. In July 2021, Reuters and Ipsos conducted a similar poll and reported
similar results. According to their survey, less than half (43%) of Americans were familiar with
the term critical race theory. While most Americans (78%) support teaching high school students
about racism in the United States and the impacts of slavery, a partisan divide exists on both
issues. Of the Democrats surveyed, 85% agree with teaching about racism, and 86% agree with
teaching about the impacts of slavery. On the other hand, Republican support is much lower,
with only 58% supporting teaching about racism and 73% supporting teaching about the impacts
of slavery.
As a result of increased coverage yet vague understanding, parents and community
members have come to believe the use of critical race theory is widespread and schools are
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indoctrinating our children to think all white people are racist. Some parents have used
conservative media platforms like Fox News to spread their organizations’ agendas, which call
not only for a ban of critical race theory but also for any discussion of race and racism in the
United States (Kingkade, Zadrozny, & Collins, 2021). At the local level, parents have packed
school board meetings demanding board members pass resolutions against the teaching of
critical race theory and almost all instruction involving diversity, equity, and justice (Kendi,
2021; Kingkade, 2021). The language surrounding the co-opted critical race theory deflects from
the real problem that if schools cannot teach about topics involving white supremacy, such as
Jim Crow laws, chattel slavery, Indigenous genocide, Japanese internment camps, and much
more, they will be denying students the chance to understand America’s past fully.
Unfortunately, educators have been caught in the crossfire of the most recent culture war
over the misunderstood and highly politicized critical race theory. Many educators have already
been trying to teach the truth about American history and finding age-appropriate ways to have
complex yet necessary conversations with their students. The teachers attempting conversations
about racial injustices, however, have been discouraged by the divisive rhetoric (Belsha, Barnu,
& Aldrich, 2021; Meckler & Natanson, 2022a; Pringle, 2021). According to a 2021 American
Association of Educators (AAE) survey, more than half of teachers feel apprehensive about
saying the wrong thing to their students about race. Based on the survey data, AAE Executive
Director Colin Sharkey (2022) concluded, “One of the key takeaways from the survey was a real
anxiety about potentially getting in trouble for teaching or not teaching, or being perceived as
saying something offensive when talking about current events—a fear that an already difficult
job has become harder” (as cited in Fung, 2022, para. 4).
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Increasing instances of verbal threats and harassment have exacerbated the anxiety
teachers now feel when discussing race and racism with students. Between May and August
2021, more than 220 school districts across the United States faced community backlash over
diversity and equity initiatives (Kingkade & Chiwaya, 2021). According to Kingkade and
Chiwaya (2021), furious parents called school district administrators to complain about
instructional materials or how teachers are trying to facilitate discussions in class. Irate
community members joined parents at board of education meetings with misguided slogans, like
no to critical race theory, and fallacious talking points, like the schools are teaching our kids to
be racists. As a result, some teachers who lead discussions about discrimination have felt
pressure to change instruction and curriculum (Belsha, Barnu, & Aldrich, 2021). And if they do
not change, many of those teachers feel pushed out of their school districts because
administrators do not always support them against accusatory parents or community members
(Kingkade, 2021; Saxon, 2021). In other cases, teachers engaged in social justice work feel
targeted by parents and administrators and have chosen to leave the profession entirely (Miranda,
2021). The decision to leave teaching cannot be taken lightly, but a few educators feel forced to
do so when they face verbal attacks, harassment, or death threats (Wong, 2021). Even North
Carolina’s Teacher of the Year has become a target of parents’ polemics (Davis 2021).
Despite concerns about backlash from parents, community members, and administrators,
some teachers plan on fighting to save their careers while continuing to teach the truth about
racism in the United States (Zou & Kao, 2021). They recognize that advocating for racial justice
will not be easy, given the harassment teachers have faced and will continue to as more states
introduce and pass divisive concepts laws. In some states, such as New Hampshire and
Oklahoma, where anyone unhappy with an educator can complain to the state, teachers can be
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fired for making a student feel uncomfortable when discussing racism. The teachers also risk
losing their teaching licenses if the state deems them out of compliance (Meckler & Natanson,
2022a). In 2021, Tennessee teacher Matthew Hawn was fired for teaching about white privilege.
James Whitfield, a Texas school principal, was accused of embracing critical race theory and
subsequently dismissed (Natanson, 2021a, 2021b). In 2022, a school board in southwest
Missouri voted not to renew Kim Morrison’s contract because she had students complete a
worksheet about racial privilege while reading Stone’s (2017) Dear Martin in her high school
English course (Riley, 2022). Both teachers Mathew Hawn and Kim Morrison are white;
principal James Whitfield is Black (Natanson, 2021a, 2021b; Riley, 2022). Despite the
professional and bodily threats, educators who choose to stay in their positions and continue
teaching about race and racism argue the importance of teaching the truth about America’s past
and present (Cineas, 2021; Pringle, 2021; Weingarten, 2021).
As an English language arts and social studies teacher, I have also felt pulled by recent
injustices across the nation. During the summer of 2020, I wanted to confront my own teaching
style and pedagogy in the wake of George Floyd’s murder and the renewal of the Black Lives
Matter movement. I began to reflect upon my teaching practices, from how I speak in the
classroom to the instructional materials I choose to use with my students. Being an educator in
West Virginia, however, presents its own unique complexities when teaching about race and
racism. And as I continued to reflect upon my practices throughout the 2020-2021 school year, I
became increasingly concerned by the rhetoric I read in the papers or heard on the news. I
worried my instruction would be called into question, especially as more and more divisive
concepts laws were introduced and passed in states nationwide. As a result, I wondered how
other social studies educators in West Virginia were planning to teach about race and racism
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during the 2021-2022 school year and how they, too, would navigate the current sociopolitical
context.
PROBLEM STATEMENT
During the 2021-2022 school year, teaching about race and racism became highly
politicized. Racial discrimination, however, has been extensively documented throughout United
States history and can still be witnessed through continued racial injustices, such as, but certainly
not limited to, the recent rise in the brutalization of Black people and violent attacks on Asian
people in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. Social studies educators are uniquely situated to
have meaningful discussions about race and racism in their classrooms, given that two central
tenets of social studies education are to develop students’ ability to think critically and prepare
them to function in a diverse society (Misco, 2014; National Council for the Social Studies,
2008; Thornton, 2008). Together, the fundamental skill of critical thinking along with civic
consciousness build the foundation for democratic citizenship, which “is tied to the notion that
individual differences such as race, culture, language, ethnicity and social class are to be
recognized, respected, understood, and embraced in a pluralistic society” (Navarro & Howard,
2017, p. 344).
Individuals’ intersecting identities—such as race, gender, and class, among others—form
a matrix of power relations in which parts of one’s identity can be simultaneously privileged and
oppressed, resulting in various forms of exclusion, marginalization, and “othering” (Chan, Hill,
& Baquet, 2020; Collins, 1990; Crenshaw, 1991). Appalachia, and by extension West Virginia,
the only state wholly situated within the larger region, has historically been othered by outside
entities, leading to a marginalization of poor whites within the national culture. Racialized
language, such as the concept of white hillbilly victimization, has complicated the deconstruction
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of race and class, and consequently, more Appalachian scholars (Billings et al., 2018; Griffin &
Thompson, 2002; Hartigan, 2004; Hayden, 2002; Satterwhite, 2013; Smith, 2004) are calling
attention to both the positive and negative constructions of Appalachian identity that can “also
teach [us] something about how white hegemony is maintained in the United States” (Scott,
2009, p. 804).
This qualitative study will explore the thinking processes of eight social studies teachers
as they make pedagogical decisions when teaching about race and racism while also navigating
sociopolitical contexts within West Virginia and the United States. Race, and by extension racial
discrimination, does not fall neatly into a binary of Black or white. While the increasing
brutalization of Black people across the United States influenced the development of this study,
this research highlights racial injustices impacting the Black community and extends to the
discrimination of other communities of color. Another fundamental factor in examining racial
injustice is the interrogation of broader hegemonic societal structures, especially white
supremacy, which creates intersecting axes of simultaneously privileged and oppressed
identities, including gender and class. By examining how social studies teachers in the otherwise
overlooked and othered region of Appalachia teach about race and racism, this project can add
nuance to the national conversation about racial justice pedagogy and reveal just how relevant
and necessary critical pedagogy is to social studies education across the country.
RESEARCH QUESTIONS
The following research questions guided this study:
1. How do eight social studies educators in West Virginia teach about race and racism?
2. What are the eight educators’ thinking processes as they make pedagogical decisions
concerning the topics of race and racism?
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3. How do eight social studies educators in West Virginia navigate the process of creating
a more racially just pedagogy all the while contending with the sociopolitical
contexts within contemporary Appalachia and the United States?
SOCIOPOLITICAL CONTEXT
The sociopolitical climate in West Virginia evokes the recent national rhetoric
surrounding critical race theory and laws seeking to ban the teaching of race and racism. On
February 18, 2021, four white male West Virginia delegates introduced House Bill 2595, which
echoed the initial national rhetoric surrounding critical race theory. Similar to bills introduced in
other states by winter 2021, West Virginia’s bill would have prohibited educators from teaching
about “divisive concepts,” such as structural racism and sexism in the United States, or from
using any curriculum that critically analyzes power structures. It likewise stated that no
“individual should feel discomfort, guilt, anguish, or any other form of psychological distress on
account of his or her race or sex” (p. 1). During the 2021 Regular Legislative Session, however,
the bill was referred to the House Workforce Development Committee on the same day it was
introduced. It did not resurface again during the 2021 Regular Legislative Session.
That same week, agitated parents spoke at a Pocahontas Board of Education meeting
against a Pocahontas County High School teacher using Jewell’s (2020) This Book is Anti-Racist
and Thomas’s (2017) The Hate U Give in class, even though the students voted to read the two
books. While some parents were upset that The Hate U Give includes sex and drugs, most
concerns involved the critical unpacking of racism’s sociopolitical history in the United States.
According to one parent, adopting rhetoric from the national debate, “these books actually
contribute to racism by ‘obsessing over race and looking at everything in terms of power and
identity politics’” (Walker, 2021a, para. 8). At the next board of education meeting, the school
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superintendent stated he supported a curriculum that discusses racism and diversity. Still, he
understood why parents might object to the two books. Ultimately, the teacher relented and
offered Romeo and Juliet as a replacement for This Book is Anti-Racist and The Hate U Give to
students who felt uncomfortable with the reading selections (Walker, 2021b).
While the language used in both examples does not mention critical race theory outright,
there was obvious pushback in West Virginia against teaching about race and racism. Mike
Roby, an outraged citizen, wrote to the online community news source My Buckhannon in
response to the Buckhannon-Upshur High School Multicultural Committee’s letter opposing
House Bill 2595 (B-UHS Multicultural Committee, 2021). Roby argued, “I feel that the [B-UHS
Multicultural Committee’s] OpEd is an attempt to create controversy where there really isn’t.
This is an attempt to promote critical race theory and the indoctrination of our students…The
committee really is saying that because of our past that we are bigoted. This is not what our
teachers need to teach. If they are a history teacher then teach the documented historical facts.
Our students will understand the mistakes of the past” (Roby, 2021, para. 4). Roby’s argument
also mirrors the confusion surrounding critical race theory. It highlights the hypocrisy of calling
for “documented historical facts” without acknowledging racism that has been documented
historically through national and state laws, government documents, and countless primary
sources. There is no doubt that many people who live in “Trump Country” (Catte, 2018, p. 17) or
“Trumpalachia” (Billings, 2019, p. 38)—and in a state that voted overwhelmingly for Trump in
the 2020 election—adopted the same language when endorsing legislation as well as fighting
curriculum (Vestal, Briz, Choi, Jin, McGill, & Mihalk, 2021).
Later that summer, in July 2021, parents held a rally outside a Jefferson County Board of
Education meeting protesting the school district’s proposed Black Math Genius program. Parents
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who spoke in favor of the program discussed statistics showing that Black students in Jefferson
County were underperforming in math compared to their white peers and asked the board to
work toward a solution. Parents and community members who opposed the program brought
posters with slogans like “No CRT for JC!!” and “Creating Racial Tension” (Chwalik, 2021;
Milbourne, 2021a), a play on the acronym for critical race theory. The organizer and emcee of
the rally, Daphne Andrews, was also president of a parent-community group called We the
People of West Virginia-Jefferson County, whose “goal is to defend the God-given rights
protected by the U.S. Constitution…We take action to defend conservative American values and
protect the rights of all citizens” (We the People, 2022). At the meeting, she stated, “‘[the board]
should be addressing the problem for all students, not implementing racist programs meant to
segregate and divide our community…Critical Race Theory is a pervasive disease that has
already started to infect our school system’” (as cited in Milbourne, 2021a, para. 12). A Jefferson
County commissioner was also present at the meeting and went on to explain, “she believed
Critical Race Theory is a direct attack on America and on American values, destroying the
country from the inside out” (Milbourne, 2021a, para. 20). Citing trend data over the last five
years aggregated by demographics, Superintendent Bondy Gibson explained the importance of a
program targeting Black students, especially considering Black students in Jefferson County are
only six percent of the population yet many qualify for free and reduced lunch (Milbourne,
2021b). Ultimately, Gibson suggested changing the program’s name to the Culturally
Responsive Math Intervention Program, and no school board members objected to keeping the
program under the new name (Milbourne, 2021b).
The 2011 spring and summer events discussed above had turned a spotlight in West
Virginia on race, and the confusion and divisiveness about critical race theory have only
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persisted. Even more worrisome was the rhetoric, which was steeped in misinformation and had
grown more intense since it first emerged to the general population in the spring of 2021, thanks
to conservative pundits and news outlets. On September 14, 2021, the Joint Standing Committee
on Education met in Charleston for an interim session to discuss critical race theory (McElhinny,
2021). According to representatives from the West Virginia Department of Education and the
Higher Education Policy Commission, critical race theory plays virtually no role in West
Virginia public education, and no lawmakers were able to cite a specific issue about critical race
theory. All the same, Republican lawmakers insisted it was an issue, even though no experts on
critical race theory spoke during the meeting. Republican Senator Mike Azinger (2021) asserted,
“‘Critical race theory is infesting everything. This is going everywhere. It’s infesting education
also. I think it’s good that you folks are aware of it. It might not be as bad in West Virginia as
other states, but I promise you it’s coming’” (as cited in McElhinny, 2021, para. 22). By the end
of 2021, opponents of critical race theory believed teaching about race and racism was not only
racist but also anti-American as well. As a result, the critical race theory debates directly affected
the 2021-2022 school year, especially for educators in West Virginia who were trying to teach
about race and racism. They had to make thoughtful decisions about their pedagogy and navigate
the contentious sociopolitical context, which would become consumed by the burgeoning culture
war. As Hoppy Kercheval, host of “Talkline” on West Virginia’s MetroNews and the so-called
dean of West Virginia broadcasters (MetroNews, n.d.) declared, “The CRT debate has arrived in
West Virginia” (Kercheval, 2021, para. 13).
After a few months of relative silence about critical race theory in West Virginia, the
debate heated up again when the West Virginia Legislature reconvened on January 12, 2022.
House Bill 2595, which bans the teaching of divisive concepts, rolled over from the previous
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session in 2021 and was referred to the House Workforce Development Committee. On the same
day the session began, H.B. 2595 was again referred to the House Workforce Development
Committee, then to the Education Committee, and finally to the Judiciary Committee before it
arrived at the House floor—in effect killing the bill for the rest of the session.
Also, on the same day, five sponsors, including four white male senators and one white
female senator, introduced Senate Bill 182, a direct copy-and-paste bill of the sidelined Senate
Bill 618 from the 2021 Regular Legislative Session. Like its counterpart H.B. 2595, S.B. 182
would have banned the teaching of divisive concepts, but unlike the House’s bill, S.B. 182 would
have expressly prohibited the teaching of critical race theory in West Virginia schools. While the
bill did not define critical race theory, it explained divisive concepts in the following ways: 1)
One race or sex is inherently superior to another race or sex; 2) The United States is
fundamentally racist or sexist; and 3) Any individual should feel discomfort, guilt, anguish, or
any other form of psychological distress on account of their race or sex. Another concerning
feature of S.B. 182 was that any teacher found violating the law could be dismissed or not
reemployed. Yet, the law would not have established a system of reporting offenses or
procedures for legally firing the offending teacher. Also, on January 12, 2022, S.B. 182 was
referred to the Senate’s Education Committee and then to the Judiciary Committee, and it did not
resurface again during the 2022 session.
House Bill 4016 was also introduced on the first day of the session. Echoing much of the
language found in H.B. 2595 and S.B. 182, H.B. 4016 would have also prohibited the teaching of
racism and sexism. Its bent seemed more reminiscent of McCarthy and the Red Scare, forbidding
“The presentation or promotion of any political, economic, or political-economic system that is
based on ideological concepts rooted in or inspired by Marxism, Marxist-Leninism, Maoism,
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socialism, communism, or so-called critical political theory or critical economic theory” (p. 4).
H.B. 4016 also does not use the terms divisive concepts or critical race theory; instead, it bans
The 1619 Project outright. A creation of Nikole Hannah-Jones (2019, 2021), along with The New
York Times, The 1619 Project is a series of articles and texts commemorating the 400-year-old
anniversary of the first slave ship’s arrival in Hampton, Virginia. This event sets into motion
centuries of institutionalized and systemic race-based discrimination. Its publication most likely
ignited conservatives’ backlash against critical race theory, especially after former president
Donald Trump tweeted on September 6, 2020, that any school using The 1619 Project would not
be funded (Stout, Park, Lyon, & Rhor, 2021). On September 17, 2020, the White House held a
conference on American history in celebration of the new 1776 Commission. During his speech,
Trump (2020) solidified the link between The 1619 Project and critical race theory, which he
called a Marxist doctrine forced on American school children. He also argued that The 1619
Project, together with critical race theory, underlay a growing “crusade against American
history,” which “is toxic propaganda, ideological poison that, if not removed, will dissolve the
civic bonds that tie us together. It will destroy our country” (Trump, 2020, para. 20). The
language of fear in H.B. 4016 seems right out of Trump’s playbook and indicative of the vague,
yet incendiary, rhetoric being used by the right. Despite adopting the same language in the
critical race theory debate, H.B. 4016, like its siblings H.B. 2595 and S.B. 182, was referred to
committee, where it stayed for the remainder of the session. In the coming weeks, though, it
became apparent that Senate and House leaders had an arsenal of other critical race theory bills
they hoped to pass.
Although three divisive concepts bills were sidelined on the first day of the 2022 session,
neither the House of Delegates nor the Senate was done introducing bills prohibiting the teaching
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of race and racism. In the House, ten sponsors introduced House Bill 4011, the “AntiStereotyping Act,” on February 1, 2022. One of the ten sponsors was Caleb Hanna, a 22-year-old
Republican representing West Virginia’s 44th District in Nicholas County. Hanna “sums up his
platform as ‘God, guns and babies’” (Hassan, 2019, para. 6). He is also one of the youngest
African Americans ever to be elected to a state legislature in the United States (Rutgers, 2022).
Now in his second term, he was first elected in 2018 at the age of 19 when he was a freshman at
West Virginia State University, one of only two historically black colleges and universities in the
state, of which most of its student population is now white (Davis, 2018). Before his election in
2018, the Ku Klux Klan in Nicholas County had stuffed racist fliers into small, plastic bags
packed with birdseed and left the packages outside dozens of homes with political signs for
Hanna. In a New York Times article, Hanna, whose adoptive family is white, responded to the
rash of racists incidents and stated, “‘I was surprised, of course. As a society, I thought we were
past all these issues’” (as cited in Hassan, 2019, para. 14).
Ironically, House Bill 4011 would have discouraged educators from discussing racial
issues, like the Ku Klux Klan campaigning against Delegate Hanna, as well as broader ideas of
race, discrimination, and diversity. Rather than prohibiting the teaching of divisive concepts or
critical race theory outright, H.B. 4011 would have banned classroom discussions of stereotypes
based on race, sex, ethnicity, and religion and the discrimination resulting from these sociallyconstructed identities. H.B. 4011 also would have required all educators to post curricula, lesson
plans, and instructional materials covering “matters of nondiscrimination, diversity, equity,
inclusion, race, ethnicity, sex, or bias, or any combination of these concepts with other concepts”
(p. 6). County boards of education and charter schools also would have been expected to post
any training materials concerning the same topics. As a result, counties would be discouraged
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from holding any professional development training regarding culturally responsive teaching or
larger issues of diversity, equity, and inclusion. H.B. 4011 also heralds a transition from the
rhetoric of divisive concepts and, specifically, critical race theory to curriculum transparency.
The name of H.B. 4011, “The Anti-Stereotyping Act,” further obscures the underlying purpose
of the bill and trivializes real issues of stereotyping, prejudice, and discrimination. Consequently,
Republican lawmakers in West Virginia adopted the new language of curriculum transparency in
the ongoing culture wars (Quinn, 2022a; Rufo, 2022).
Since December 2021, many politicians across the country have moved away from the
polarizing rhetoric of critical race theory, opting for the Orwellian concept of curriculum
transparency and signaling a shift in polemics. Governors like Ron DeSantis of Florida began
using the term curriculum transparency in speeches to spread fear and manufacture a nonexistent
school problem. In at least twelve other states, legislators have introduced bills requiring schools
to post online lists of teaching materials, such as books, texts, and videos (Kingkade, 2022;
Meckler, 2022b). According to Christopher Rufo (2022), a fellow at the Manhattan Institute for
Policy Research, a conservative think tank, the language of curriculum transparency is “a
‘rhetorically-advantageous position’ that will ‘bait the Left into opposing transparency…The
strategy here is to use a non-threatening, liberal value—transparency—to force ideological actors
to undergo public scrutiny’” (as cited in Kingkade, 2022, para. 5-6). Coupled with the rise in
parents’ and lawmakers’ campaigns during the 2021-2022 school year to remove books
discussing race and gender (Lavietes, 2021; Silva, 2021a, 2021b), curriculum transparency bills
feed into the same manufactured fears over critical race theory: 1) schools have too much power,
and 2) schools are brainwashing our kids (Copland, Ketcham, & Rufo, 2021; Jilani, 2022; Rufo,
2022).
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The language of House Bill 4011, the “Anti-Stereotyping Act,” is nearly identical to
model policies written by conservative think tanks. Beginning in the fall of 2021, at least seven
conservative think tanks have encouraged lawmakers to introduce and pass curriculum
transparency laws (Kingkade, 2022). Some of them, including the Manhattan Institute, the
Goldwater Institute, and the Pacific Legal Foundation (PLF), have published briefs or model
bills for policymakers to use as templates (Hunter, 2022; Kingkade, 2022). Delegate Chris Pritt,
a Republican representing the 36th District in Kanawha County, was H.B. 4011’s lead sponsor
and reported to The Charleston Gazette-Mail that the PLF provided the model legislation for the
proposed bill (Quinn, 2022a). The PLF was proud of its involvement and stated its organization
was “helping state lawmakers craft legislation that will stop the worst type of harmful
stereotyping in K-12 schools and shift the focus in K-12 education back to individuals, starting
with West Virginia” (Hunter, 2022, para. 3). Several lines in H.B. 4011 also mirror lines in the
issue brief “A Model for Transparency in School Training and Curriculum,” written by
Christopher Rufo, James Copland, and John Ketcham (2021) for the Manhattan Institute.
While House Bill 4011 did not include the phrases critical race theory or divisive
concepts, there was no doubt that the national debate also influenced the bill’s sponsors. Owens
Brown (2022), former president of the West Virginia chapter of the National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and the first Black man to serve in the state Senate
(Willingham, 2022a), noted the West Virginia lawmakers’ rhetoric surrounding critical race
theory echoed the language in the national media: “‘They say a fish rots from the head down.
And there is a real stench permeating Republican politics in West Virginia and across
America…some of the Republicans are perpetrating this lie about critical race theory’ for
political gain and at children’s expense” (as cited in Quinn, 2022b, para. 17). Even Chris Pritt,
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lead sponsor of the bill, appeared on the conservative Tom Roten Morning Show (2022) to
promote H.B. 4011, and Pritt specifically named critical race theory as the primary concern
driving the bill. When Roten asked Pritt to discuss an example of a public school teaching
critical race theory, Pritt could not name one.
The House Education Committee picked up House Bill 4011, the “Anti-Stereotyping
Act,” on February 3, 2022. Only three Black legislators served on the committee in the House of
Delegates: Democrats Sean Hornbuckle, Danielle Walker, and Republican Caleb Hanna.
According to Ryan Quinn (2022a), a Charleston Gazette-Mail reporter who was present during
the meeting, Hornbuckle asked Pritt why the bill would only require educators to post materials
related to diversity, equity, and inclusion and not to other subjects. Then, Hornbuckle asked for
an example of a problem the bill would fix in West Virginia. Pritt could not cite a specific issue
concerning the teaching of race or racism in West Virginia. Instead, Pritt (2022) responded,
“‘Just because we can’t cite a specific example doesn’t mean it isn’t happening…there are
problems throughout the country” (as cited in Quinn, 2022a, para. 14-15). Delegate Walker, the
second Black legislator, then asked Pritt to cite an example from another state in the country.
Again, Pritt could not name one example of an issue related to the teaching of race or racism in
the United States.
After about an hour and a half of questions, the House Education Committee called on
Dale Lee, president of the West Virginia Education Association (WVEA), to speak to the bill. As
soon as Lee arrived at the podium, Delegate Hanna, a Republican and the third Black lawmaker,
moved to bring the bill immediately to a vote, which cut off debate and any chance to offer
amendments. Later calling out the hypocrisy of the move, Lee (2022) noted, “‘How ironic is it
that they promote a bill based on transparency and, as I got up to speak, they cut off debate and
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don’t allow me to speak…Where’s the transparency in that?’” (as cited in Quinn, 2022a, para.
18). H.B. 4011 passed out of committee on an 18 to 5 party-line vote and went to the House
Judiciary Committee (Quinn, 2022b).
Even though Delegate Pritt could not think of any specific issues regarding critical race
theory or antiracist teaching while answering questions in the House Education Committee
meeting, he referenced one example a few days later during a radio interview. On February 7,
2022, Pritt appeared on Hoppy Kercheval’s radio show and referenced a school-produced video
of Isabella Droginske, who teaches twelfth-grade literature at Wheeling Park High School in
Ohio County (Adams, 2022a; Baker, 2022). Discussing her teaching philosophy, Droginske said,
“‘I use anti-racism literature by Dr. (Ibrim X.) Kendi to integrate with and get a full view on so
we can talk about racism in the classroom and actually work towards anti-racism in our
discussions’” (as cited in Adams, 2022a, para. 10). At no point in the school-produced video did
anyone complain about her teaching philosophy or methods, nor had there ever been a complaint
brought up at board of education meetings or reported by the news. All the same, Delegate Pritt
claimed, “‘This is an individual who said that CRT is foundational for his writings. [Ibrim X.
Kendi] has also said he is opposed to capitalism. This is a concept that is apparently being
implemented by some at Wheeling Park High School’” (as cited in King, 2022, para. 19). A few
days later, Droginske’s principal Meredith Dailer defended her pedagogical efforts to teach
critical thinking skills and foster antiracist discussions in her classroom (King, 2022).
House Bill 4011 was met with opposition from individuals and advocacy groups alike.
Soon after the House Education Committee meeting, the West Virginia Coalition for Truth in
History organized with the West Virginia chapter of the NAACP, the West Virginia National
Organization for Women, and other groups to hold an online news conference on February 7,
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2022 (Quinn, 2022b). The next day, 26 individuals spoke directly to delegates during a public
hearing concerning H.B. 4011. Of the 26 people who spoke, all but two opposed the bill. Dale
Lee, representing the WVEA, finally had an opportunity to speak against the bill. He noted that
schools have been encouraging family involvement for years, and parents or guardians already
have the right to view their children’s textbooks and school materials. He, along with the
president of the American Federation of Teachers (AFT) in West Virginia, explained that H.B.
4011 would only cause undue fear and anxiety and, as a result, would push even more teachers
out of the profession (Severino, 2022). Representatives from the West Virginia Professional
Educators and the West Virginia Association of Elementary and Middle School principals also
spoke in opposition to the bill, adding that educators should be treated as professionals and
should be respected as such, especially since they are highly educated and experts in the
educational field (Adams, 2022b; Beard, 2022).
Many individuals, including educators, parents, and community members, also criticized
the bill. Kaylen Barker (2022), a historian and mother of school-aged children (Yohe, 2022),
said, “‘History is supposed to make us feel uncomfortable. It’s supposed to elicit critical thinking
and make us better understand the world we live in. If children of color are strong enough to deal
with racism, your children are strong enough to learn about it’” (as cited in Severino, 2022, para.
11). Reverend Ron English, president of the Charleston, West Virginia, chapter of the NAACP,
compared H.B. 4011 to the Kanawha County textbook controversy of 1974 when opponents
protested the county textbook selection committee’s new book recommendations for English
language arts courses. Many parents and community members were galvanized against the new
book adoptions after the only female board member, Alice Moore, objected to the books as unChristian and anti-American during a board meeting (Mason, 2005). Thousands of people began
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protesting the reading selections, including coal miners who went on strike in solidarity and the
state’s chapter of the Ku Klux Klan who marched on the capitol (Mason, 2005). During the
public hearing on H.B. 4011, English argued that supporters and opponents of the new book
adoptions in the 1970s worked together to find a solution with both parties having a seat at the
table; however, English said he did not see any possibility of collaboration, especially when
lawmakers wanted to completely prohibit teachers and parents from discussing the concepts of
race and racism.2 He also condemned opponents of critical race theory for taking the late Martin
Luther King Jr.’s “I Have a Dream” speech out of context and misinterpreting his words. English
was a friend and assistant to King and delivered a prayer at King’s funeral service after his
assassination in 1968 (Adams, 2022b; Severino, 2022).
The last of the 26 speakers was Sage Blymyer, a fifth-grade student at Lewisburg
Elementary School in Greenbrier County. She was the only student to speak at the public
hearing. Asking lawmakers not to pass the bill, the young girl shared her fear that her teacher
could get in trouble for discussing the truth about American history if H.B. 4011 were to become
law. Blymyer (2022) explained, “‘I can feel sad about it, but it doesn’t make me feel bad about
who I am’” (as cited in Severino, 20220, para. 5). After some debate, H.B. 4011 continued to sit
in the House Judiciary Committee until February 25, 2022, which was the last day of the session
to move bills out of committees in the House of Delegates (Adams, 2022d; Quinn, 2022c). That
evening, the House Judiciary Committee moved to turn H.B. 4011 into a study resolution with
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English did not discuss in detail why the textbook war in Kanawha County became so fierce and violent, but
writers have recently re-examined the 1974 controversy and have found many similarities to the clash over critical
race theory today (Frank & Laats, 2021; Levenstein & McRae, 2021; Vass, 2021). For example, the conservative
think tank Heritage Foundation incited much of the outcry in 1974 after Moore raised her objections, and the rightwing organization is now a key source of misinformation about critical race theory today (Vass, 2021). Also, much
of the rhetoric used by conservatives during the 1974 textbook controversy and anti-critical race theory movement
today includes communism and race as scare tactics, but fear mongering language has morphed into arguments
framed by the more populist goal of protecting (e.g., white) children (Frank & Laats, 2021; Vass, 2021).
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the recommendation of bringing it back for consideration during the 2023 Regular Legislative
Session. The motion passed in a 13-9 vote (Adams, 2022d).
Also related to curriculum transparency—the next scare tactic manufactured by
conservative rhetoric—Senate Bill 587 would have established a tip line within the Office of the
Governor for parents and students in public schools to report the teaching of critical race theory.
The tip line would have received both phone and email tips, and the Governor’s office would
have designated staff to review the tips and relay information to the referenced county boards of
education. According to language in the bill, “The tip line is intended for parents to send in any
instances where they feel that their fundamental rights are being violated, where their children
are not being respected, and where there are inherently divisive practices being taught in
schools” (2022, p. 1). S.B. 587 was introduced on February 7, 2022, just days after Virginia
Governor Glenn Youngkin revealed in an interview that his office had created a tip line for
parents to report any teaching of divisive concepts. In the interview, Youngkin (2022) called for
reports and observations to “‘help us be aware of…their child being denied their rights that
parents have in Virginia, and we’re going to make sure we catalogue it all…And that gives us
further, further ability to make sure we’re rooting it out’” (as cited in Schneider & Vozzella,
2022, para. 7).
Ironically, Youngkin’s request was mostly met with humor and mockery. The singer John
Legend, who has 13.8 million Twitter followers, tweeted that Black parents should flood the tip
lines and complain that Black history was being silenced. After the first few days in operation, an
attorney also shared some of the fake tips in hopes that people would stop flooding the lines.
Some of the fake tips included reports of teaching Hindu-Arabic numerals, which is the number
system Americans and much of the Western world currently use, or comments about the fictional
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Albus Dumbledore from The Harry Potter series teaching against mudblood discrimination, a
theme that resurfaces time and again throughout the seven books (Vargas, 2022). The sad reality
is that the funny and fake tips will eventually stop, and educators will still have to worry about
offending students or parents just by teaching historical facts. According to Vargas (2022),
policing teachers would only sow the seeds of distrust within schools during an already tense
time in which teachers feel overworked and underappreciated.
Other educational groups also agreed that the tip line was not constructive. For example,
the Virginia Association of School Superintendents (VASS), which represents all 133 school
district superintendents in the Commonwealth, wrote a letter asking Youngkin to eliminate the
tip line (Otey, 2022). The VASS also joined seven other educational groups and issued a press
release asking Youngkin to immediately shut down the tip line (Constantino & Lyons, 2022).
According to the organizations’ joint press release (2022), the tip line would “directly undermine
the very factors that educators know contribute to student success, including having high-quality
teachers in classrooms” (p. 1). In other words, the tip line, and the associated law in Virginia
banning the teaching of divisive concepts (Schneider & Vozzella, 2022), would drive good
teachers away from the profession. And, in West Virginia, where there were at least 1,000
professional vacancies during the 2021-2022 school year (McCormick, 2021), tip lines and
legislation about critical race theory did not seem productive. On the same day, Senate Bill 587
was introduced, it was referred to the Senate Education Committee, where it stayed for the
remainder of the session.
Another bill related to curriculum transparency, Senate Bill 704, was introduced and
sponsored by nine senators, including Amy Grady, a fourth-grade teacher from Leon Elementary
School in Mason County and the bill’s lead sponsor (Sergent, 2018; The Associated Press,
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2020). Inspired by the state-wide teacher’s strike, Grady first ran in 2018 as an Independent
candidate for the 4th Senatorial District, which includes parts of Jackson, Mason, Putnam, and
Roane Counties. (Kercheval, 2020; Sergent, 2018). Grady lost in 2018 but ran again during the
next election cycle two years later as a Republican, describing herself as a “‘Pro-life, Pro-2nd
Amendment conservative teacher who is fed up with self-serving elected officials’” (as cited in
The Associated Press, 2020, para. 6). She was highly motivated by the 2018 and 2019 state-wide
teacher strikes that made national news and spurred other teachers’ unions across the country to
take similar action (Cohen, 2018; Eason, 2018; Eidelson, 2018; Emma, 2018; Kilgore, 2018;
Pearce, 2018). Throughout both state-wide strikes, picketing teachers focused their ire on West
Virginia Senate President Mitch Carmichael, also from the 4th District, who heavily criticized
teachers, teachers’ unions, and public education. AFT-WV endorsed Grady in her race against
Mitch Carmichael for the Republican nomination in the 4th District, and while the WVEA did not
endorse Grady, she still garnered considerable educator support (Kabler, 2020; Kercheval, 2020).
In the 2020 primary election, Grady won a major victory against Republican incumbent Mitch
Carmichael in what The Hill called a “stunning upset by a teacher who had been inspired to run
for office by strikes over education funding and low salaries” (Wilson, 2020, para. 1). She then
went on to defeat Democratic challenger Bruce Ashworth in the general election. Despite her
experience as an elementary school teacher, Grady (2022) adopted the same rhetoric as many
other Republicans in West Virginia and across the nation: “‘I have heard from teachers, I have
heard from parents, and I have heard from students that they have been told because of their race
that they are privileged. That is a terrible thing just as bad as saying a Black student is underprivileged because of their race. We are doing everyone a disservice by doing that’” (as cited in
Adams, 2022d, para. 9).
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Another sponsor of Senate Bill 704 was Patricia Rucker, a former educator and home
school advocate. Rucker identifies as Hispanic and was born in Caracas, Venezuela. She and her
family came to the United States in 1981 when her father was reassigned to Agence France
Presse’s Washington, D.C. office as its Latin American Editor (American Legislative Exchange
Council [ALEC], n.d.). After serving only two years as a teacher in the Montgomery County
Public Schools system in Maryland, Rucker began homeschooling her five children (MetroNews
Staff, 2018). She has lived in Harpers Ferry, West Virginia, since 2001 and has co-founded and
presided as former president of We the People of West Virginia-Jefferson County, the same
group that would later protest the Jefferson County Schools’ Black Math Genius program in July
2021 (ALEC, 2018, n.d.). Since 2017, Rucker has served in the West Virginia Senate, and in
2018, former Senate President Mitch Carmichael nominated her as chair of the Senate Education
Committee. Her selection was met with much opposition, especially from the WVEA and WVAFT. Both unions cited her “extremist” views on vaccination and vehement support of
homeschooling as examples of her unfitness for office (MetroNews Staff, 2018, para 8). Dale
Lee (2018), president of the WVEA, argued that putting her “‘in charge of public education is
really a slap in the face to the educators across the state of West Virginia’” (as cited in
MetroNews Staff, 2018, para. 8). During her time in office, Rucker has been directly tied to the
American Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC), which is a corporate-funded nonprofit that
drafts and distributes model legislation for conservative lawmakers. She has also been tied to the
Koch brothers, who are billionaire conservative industrialists helping to fund ALEC (HertelFernandex, Tervo, & Skocpol, 2018; Schola, 2012; Senate Democrat Caucus, 2019). In 2018,
Rucker was selected to be one of ALEC’s State Chairs, and that year she was also named
ALEC’s State Legislator of the Week (ALEC, 2018; Barkus, 2018). In 2020, she attended
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ALEC’s States and Nation Policy Summit (The Center for Media and Democracy, 2022). During
the Summit, ALEC hosted a virtual workshop on critical race theory led by Discovery Institute’s
Christopher Rufo, now of the Manhattan Institute and advocate of curriculum transparency bills,
as well as other speakers from the Heritage Foundation, American Enterprise Institute, and the
Woodson Center (Wiener & Kotch, 2021). In the virtual workshop, which was recorded and
uploaded to YouTube, the speakers discussed how The 1619 Project is “infecting” schools and
diversity training is distressing “patriotic” Americans. They also discussed a Goldwater Institute
model bill for curriculum transparency that lawmakers could propose in their respective states,
like S.B. 704 in West Virginia (ALEC, 2020).
In a watered-down version of House Bill 4011, a curriculum transparency bill obscured
by its title, the “Anti-Stereotyping Bill,” Senate Bill 704 stresses that certain individuals have the
right to inspect curricula and materials. One of the significant differences between the two bills is
that S.B. 704 does not require teachers to post student instructional materials online, nor does it
require county school systems to post teacher training materials on diversity, equity, and
inclusion (Quinn, 2022c). Instead, S.B. 704 requires all classroom teachers to comply with a
parent, custodian, or guardian’s request to inspect any instructional materials, including books in
the classroom that are available for students to read. Their requests can be for any subject, such
as English language arts, social studies, health, and even mathematics. As part of the inspection,
a parent, custodian, or guardian can also ask the classroom teacher to demonstrate the merit of
the instructional material and its relevance to the West Virginia Board of Education’s content
standards. While reminiscent of other curriculum transparency bills, S.B. 704 only reiterates
what parents, custodians, and guardians are already allowed to do, especially since they have
access to their children’s textbooks, reading materials, worksheets, and anything else children
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share with their families. Any parent, custodian, or guardian can file a complaint with the county
superintendent if a classroom teacher does not comply with the request to inspect materials. If
the issue is not resolved, the parent, custodian, or guardian can file a complaint with the state
superintendent. S.B. 704 was the only curriculum transparency, divisive concept, or critical race
theory bill to pass during the 2022 session, and it was the only one to become law (WVEA,
2022a).
The more concerning language of Senate Bill 704 stipulates any parent, custodian, or
guardian can request to look at all books available to students, including school and classroom
libraries. The language does not use the word censor outright, but the rhetoric evokes language
used by conservative policymakers and parents in the recent attacks on school libraries across the
country (Lavietes, 2021; Silva, 2021a, 2021b). And the interest in inspecting school materials
parallels the rise in book challenges across the nation in 2021 (Mazariegos & Sullivan, 2022).
The American Library Association (ALA) reported there had been more challenges to books in
2021 than in any year since they began tracking in 2000. In 2021, there were 729 challenges to
library, school, and university materials, a significant jump from 155 challenges in 2020.
Challenges to materials sometimes contain lists of books, so the number of individual books
challenged in 2021 is much higher at 1,597. The ALA’s numbers do not include instances of
silent censorship, which is when individuals purposefully make sure books cannot be found in
libraries, such as taking books off the shelves, stashing them away, or simply tossing them out
(Mazariegos & Sullivan, 2022). The ALA also conducted a survey from March 1 to March 6,
2022, and found that the majority of voters, including both Democrats and Republicans, oppose
book banning and censorship (ALA, 2022). According to the director of the ALA’s Office for
Intellectual Freedom, the spike in numbers could be attributed “to organized campaigns and
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movements related to political groups. In fact, it’s a relatively new thing for the ALA to see
elected officials challenging books” (Mazariegos & Sullivan, 2022).
The National Coalition Against Censorship (NCAC) issued a statement in December
2021 condemning the rise in censorship because removing books based on a few people’s beliefs
infringes on the rights of other students. Since libraries, including school and classroom libraries,
make books available to all students, censorship dramatically impacts students’ rights and
freedom of expression. Expressly, the First Amendment guarantees that no individual can impose
their personal or political beliefs on others, whether they are a parent, lawmaker, or school board
member. Numerous organizations, agencies, publishers, bookstores, and individuals cosigned the
NCAC’s statement. On March 15, 2022, the National Council for the Social Studies, the National
Council of Teachers of Mathematics, the National Council of Teachers of English, and the
National Science Teaching Association, along with the NCAC, issued a joint statement also
denouncing the concerning rise in censorship and vague legislation prohibiting educators from
teaching the history of racism in America (Strauss, 2022). Both statements point out the adverse
effects of the partisan culture wars: teachers are afraid to do their jobs. Teachers, school
librarians, authors, and school board members felt attacked, as some have been fired and
harassed (Natanson, 2022a; NCAC, 2021). Moreover, educators’ and librarians’ inability to do
their jobs would seriously impact our students’ education and, ultimately, their futures. Since
Senate Bill 704 allows any parent, custodian, or guardian to inspect all books in a school, it sets
the stage for future attacks on West Virginia schools.
Despite little public outcry against Senate Bill 704, the last and most contentious bill
relating to the teaching of race and racism was Senate Bill 498, entitled the “Anti-Racism Act.”
Senator Patricia Rucker was the bill’s lead sponsor. She and the sponsors introduced S.B. 498
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later in the session on January 28, 2022, and the bill sat dormant in the Senate Education
Committee for almost a month. During that time, West Virginia University (WVU) President E.
Gordon Gee and Vice President for Strategic Initiatives Rob Alsop met with Senator Rucker and
expressed concerns about the bill’s effect on free speech at the University (Ogden, 2022a). Gee
and Alsop also met with WVU’s Faculty Senate to relay the context of the meeting. During
WVU’s Faculty Senate meeting, Gee and Alsop answered faculty members’ questions and
explained that the University told Rucker there is no alleged problem with WVU employees or
students feeling forced to think in a certain way. They also reiterated that two of the University’s
main goals are to challenge students and foster critical thinking skills. From the University’s
perspective, S.B. 498 would limit the potential for robust debate by silencing faculty and
students (Ogden, 2022a). Other than WVU, however, few groups spoke out about the bill
because House Bill 4011 became the priority focus at the end of February until H.B. 4011 was
turned into a study resolution on February 25, 2022 (Adams, 2022b, 2022d; Quinn, 2022c;
Severino, 2022).
Three days after House Bill 4011 became a study resolution—and one day after the
deadline for bills to leave committees in their house of origin—the Senate Education Committee
chaired by Senator Patricia Rucker took up the dormant Senate Bill 498 (Adams, 2022c). While
the bill does not use the terms divisive concepts or critical race theory, it contains much of the
same language used in model bills written by conservative organizations. Compared with the
sidelined H.B. 4011, H.B. 2595, and S.B. 182, the language of S.B. 498 is comparable;
sometimes, exact sentences are used or just one or two words may be changed. Like the others,
S.B. 498 would have also prohibited any PK-12 public school teacher or higher education faculty
member from teaching about race, ethnicity, or sex as well as issues of privilege, oppression, and
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discrimination. To complicate the teaching of racism even further, the bill would have banned
“The discussion, examination, or debate regarding race and its impact on historical or current
events, including the causes of those current or historical events” (p. 1). Consequently, the bill
seemingly would not have allowed educators to use primary sources that directly cite white
supremacy’s influence on American history. For example, students would not be able to examine
images of segregation, such as Gordon Parks’ famous photographs (The Gordon Parks
Foundation, n.d.) or read texts, such as Vice President of the Confederate States Alexander
Stephens’s (1865) “Corner Stone Speech,” in which he stated, “Our new government [The
Confederate States of America] is founded upon exactly the opposite idea; its foundations are
laid, its corner-stone rests, upon the great truth that the negro is not equal to the white man; that
slavery subordination to the superior [i.e., white] race is his natural and normal condition” (p.
721).
And, as with other divisive concept laws proposed in West Virginia and throughout the
country, an educator could not make an individual, student, or employee “feel discomfort, guilt,
or any other form of psychological distress because of the individual’s race, ethnicity, or
biological sex” (p. 2). The concept of thought crime and criminalizing feelings is distressing
enough for an educator just trying to teach historical facts. Still, Senate Bill 498 would have also
allowed aggrieved individuals to bring action against the school district, the West Virginia Board
of Education, the West Virginia Department of Education, or the institution of higher education
they attended. Additionally, if they won, aggrieved individuals would have been allowed to seek
injunctive relief and actual damages, including attorney’s fees and court costs.
After amending Senate Bill 498 to include a complaint procedure, the bill passed out of
the Senate Education Committee on February 28, 2022, and reported to the Senate floor. During
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debate in the Senate, Senator Rucker insisted the bill would not target critical race theory since
the term was not used in the bill. Rucker also admitted she had no evidence that schoolchildren
were being taught critical race theory but then pivoted to her constituents, who raised concerns
about critical race theory and had no specific examples to cite (Willingham, 2022a). Senator
Amy Grady, who sponsored S.B. 704, which established procedures for parents and guardians to
examine instructional materials and file a complaint, also spoke in favor of S.B. 498. She first
explained that it was important to teach history because she believed we should not repeat past
mistakes, yet she did not support the teaching of race as being privileged and oppressed since
many of her students live in poverty. “‘To tell those kids that they have a leg up in society
because of their race is doing them a great disservice,’ she said. ‘They don’t have a leg up in
society no more than skin color holds somebody down’” (as cited in Willingham, 2022a, para.
18). Senator Owens Brown, former president of the West Virginia chapter of the NAACP and
first Black man to serve in the state Senate, spoke in opposition to the bill (Willingham, 2022a).
He emphasized that there was no evidence that any educator in West Virginia taught students
that one race is superior to another. Instead, he believed children in West Virginia, where 93.5%
of people identify as white (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020), should be challenged in the classroom
and have the opportunity to experience diversity. Then, Brown (2022) accused Republicans of
using S.B. 498 as a “‘weapon or tool in their campaigns’ and stoking unnecessary fear among
citizens.” (as cited in Willingham, 2022a, para. 6). Despite the intense debate, the Senate passed
S.B. 498 with no amendments on March 2, 2022—the last day for bills to pass out of their
respective chambers. It now moved on to the House.
When Senate Bill 498 was introduced in the House, Speaker Roger Hanshaw read the
Senate’s message recommending the bill for passage. Delegate Shawn Fluharty, a Democrat
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representing the 3rd District which includes parts of Ohio County—which is also Wheeling Park
teacher Isabella Droginske’s home district—moved to reject the message. He argued that the
House Judiciary Committee passed a study resolution just a week prior on House Bill 4011, a
similar bill in language and purpose (WVEA, 2022b). Delegate Pritt, the lead sponsor of H.B.
4011, spoke against Fluharty’s motion and argued the committee merely ran out of time because
February 25, 2022, was the last day House committees could pass bills to the floor (Adams,
2022d; Quinn, 2022c; WVEA, 2022b). Fluharty’s motion to reject the Senate’s message on S.B.
498 was defeated, and the bill was assigned to the House Education Committee and then the
House Judiciary Committee.
On the following Monday, March 7, 2022, a public hearing on S.B. 498, the “AntiRacism Act,” was held in the House Chambers. Only about 20 out of the 100 delegates in the
House attended the hour-long hearing. Twenty-four individuals opposed the bill, and only four
spoke in favor of its passage (Quinn, 2022d). One opponent was Katherine Dooley, a Charleston
attorney, who highlighted the hypocrisy of banning instruction that makes people uncomfortable
yet ignoring the experiences of Black students growing up in West Virginia: “‘As a Black
woman who matriculated through the schools in West Virginia, if this is the standard, and as an
attorney, you’re giving me a cause of action for every discussion of the enslaved African
Americans, of Confederates’ glorification of lynching, domestic terrorism following
Reconstruction, Dred Scott and Plessy v. Ferguson [sic], civil rights era fire hoses and the dogs
that were let loose on people who look like me’” (as cited in Quinn, 2022d, para. 18). Kristen
Olsen, a mother, also questioned lawmakers asking why they waste their time and energy writing
legislation addressing issues that do not exist rather than fixing the myriad problems currently
affecting schools. Olsen (2022) argued the bill would cause further issues in West Virginia
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because “‘this legislation looks like racism, and it smells like racism, and if you vote for it, well,
you know what they say’” (as cited in Quinn, 2022d, para. 22). WVEA President Dale Lee also
spoke against S.B. 498 using some of his 22 years of math and history teaching experiences. He
referenced the number of speakers for both H.B. 4011’s public hearing and the current public
hearing. He concluded, “It is clear most people in West Virginia want students to be critical
thinkers and support public education and educators…It is a shame it took 50 years before
anyone in West Virginia knew about the great accomplishments of Katherine Johnson. We are
already banning books because of the fear from these bills. In Ohio County [home of antiracist
teacher Isabella Droginske and Delegate Shawn Fluharty], they are taking books off the shelf in
elementary schools that pertain to Martin Luther King, Galileo, and other authors” (WVEA,
2022b, para. 3-4).
Despite the overwhelming outcry against Senate Bill 498 in the public hearing, the House
Education Committee reconvened in the afternoon on March 7, 2022, to amend portions of the
bill rather than turn it into a study resolution. Earlier in the day, the WVU Faculty Senate also
met and unanimously passed an opposition resolution stating the bill would restrict collegiate
conversations about race, gender, and ethnicity in classrooms (Ogden, 2022b). The committee
members did not say whether the public hearing and WVU’s unanimous resolution influenced
their votes later in the day. Still, the committee approved an amendment to S.B. 498, removing
provisions relating to higher education (Adams, 2022f). They also passed a strike-and-insert
amendment, which removed sex and ethnicity from the bill and narrowed its focus to race. The
committee, however, still retained student, parent, guardian, or employee rights to file a
complaint. Delegate Wayne Clark, a Republican representing the 65th District, which is part of
Jefferson County, supported the bill because he was tired of having two-hour conversations at
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home after his 15-year-old twins told him he was inherently racist because he is white. When he
asked where they learned this idea, “‘their response is they learned it from school, that bothers
me. I’m voting for this bill so I don’t have to have that conversation anymore with my kids, that
I’m racist because I have white privilege’” (as cited in Quinn, 2022d, para. 5). Next, in the House
Judiciary Committee, another strike-and-insert amendment removed the definition of race as well
as the section banning concepts that would make individuals feel discomfort, guilt, or distress
based on their racial identity. The committee further diluted the bill by changing procedures so
complaints would first be filed with principals (Adams, 2022f).
Senate Bill 498, the “Anti-Racism Bill,” was reported to the House Floor on March 10,
2022, just two days before the end of the 2022 Regular Legislative Session. House debate that
evening was described as going “off the rails” (McElhinny, 2022a, para. 1). Delegate Sean
Hornbuckle, one of the House’s three delegates of color, proposed an amendment along with
Delegates Evans, Doyle, Walker, Thompson, and Griffith, to establish a Commission on
American History Enrichment, which would be comprised of experts in state and national history
as well as education to create lesson plans that would include “fair representations of all West
Virginians and Americans, and particularly the underrepresented history of the African
Americans, Native Americans, women, and other historic minorities in our communities, state,
and nation to allow us to understand our past better so to help us to look to a brighter future” (p.
1). Delegate Gary Howell, who was presiding over the floor session as the speaker pro tem, ruled
Hornbuckle’s amendment was not germane. At that point, delegates began hurling accusations
against each other. Democrats began challenging the ruling, so Republicans claimed the
Democrats were not sticking to the purpose and spirit of the bill. Then, only the Democrats’
microphones were cut off, stifling any chance to make further comments or rebuttals. In reaction,
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Democrats made procedural requests for bills to be read in their entirety, an attempt to slow
down the legislative process and wear out time throughout the remaining two days of the session
in hopes the bill would not pass (McElhinny, 2022a). Despite the intense debate over two days,
the House passed S.B. 498 with a 75-24-1 vote, almost along party lines, with Republicans
Rowan and Storch voting with Democrats (Quinn, 2022e; WVEA, 2022b).
Saturday, March 12, 2022, was the last day of the 2022 Legislative Session. Early in the
day, the Senate concurred with the House’s amendment of Senate Bill 704, which changed
grandparent to custodian, and then passed the bill, which allows parents, custodians, and
guardians to inspect classroom materials and instructional resources (WVEA, 2022b). Senators
worked throughout the day to pass various additional legislation. Then, in literally the eleventh
hour, they picked up their pace hoping to pass several controversial bills, including Senate Bill
498, the “Anti-Racism Act” (McElhinny, 2022b). At nearly midnight, Senate Majority Leader
Tom Takubo introduced the bill for final Senate action. He quickly read the House changes to
the bill, including deleting the elements of sex and ethnicity and removing higher education.
Takubo (2022) concluded, “‘While having these two elements in the bill would have been better,
concurring is better than losing the bill’” (as cited in McElhinny, 2022c, para. 10). Senator Eric
Tarr, a Republican representing Putnam County, quickly made a motion for the previous
question, a parliamentary maneuver that cuts off debate and allows a vote. Senate Democrats
protested, but the Senators voted to pass the bill as amended 22-10. In the following seconds, the
Senators ended the 2022 Regular Legislative Session sine die (McElhinny, 2022c; Quinn,
2022e).
In the frenzied moment, lawmakers and reporters assumed Senate Bill 498 had passed
just before the stroke of midnight. Approximately an hour later, though, Senate staff, relaying
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information from Senate Clerk Lee Cassis, confirmed via Twitter (Bland, 2022) that Senators
actually voted after midnight, missing the legislative deadline (McElhinny, 2022c; Quinn,
2022e). And much like Cinderella and her carriage at the stroke of midnight, Republican
lawmakers’ hopes of passing sweeping legislation were dashed. Among the many divisive
concepts, critical race theory, and curriculum transparency laws introduced during the 2022
Regular Legislative Session, only the diluted S.B. 704 made it to the governor’s desk. The new
law certainly generates concerns over book banning and censorship, but in the overall view of
the session, more detrimental bills could have become law. It is essential to consider how the
proposed legislation, and the inflammatory rhetoric that came with it, impacted schools and
communities throughout West Virginia. Bills are not written, legislation is not passed, and laws
are not codified in a vacuum.
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY
The purpose of this qualitative study is to explore the thinking processes of eight social
studies teachers as they make pedagogical decisions when teaching about race and racism while
also navigating the sociopolitical context within West Virginia and the United States. In this
study, I want to understand how social studies educators approach the teaching of race and
racism and the decisions they make when choosing certain texts and implementing instructional
strategies. I also want to understand how their specific contexts shape, influence, reflect, or
inform pedagogical decisions. Educators’ contexts may be similar since all consultants
interviewed are teachers in West Virginia, but their individual contexts, including the
classrooms, schools, and communities in which they teach, may offer unique rewards and
challenges.
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In order to examine the complex decisions that teachers make when trying to adopt racial
justice pedagogy and the sociopolitical contexts informing those decisions, this study uses the
three complementary theoretical frameworks of critical race theory, critical whiteness studies,
and critical regionalism as a guide. All three frameworks inform the study’s emergent design and
research methods, which pull from collaborative and critical educational ethnography
methodologies. The three frameworks also help structure but do not control the interpretative
analysis of qualitative data, which includes individual interviews, artifact analysis, and a focus
group of social studies teachers in West Virginia.
SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY
The goal of this study is not to make grand generalizations about all social studies
teachers in West Virginia. It also does not assume the consultants interviewed for this study will
be representative of other teachers employed in the same schools, county school systems, or the
state of West Virginia as a whole. Instead, each of the eight consultants will add a new and
complex perspective to the more extensive conversations of teaching about race and racism,
especially in the field of social studies education. Their views speak to the broader desire to
create racially just pedagogy and the challenges teachers may face given their teaching contexts
and lack of resources and training. They also reveal complications teachers face in the classroom
when discussing identity, including race and class, with students living in the Appalachian
region. By examining an otherwise overlooked and othered area, this project can add nuance to
the national dialogue about racial justice pedagogy and reveal just how relevant and necessary
racial justice pedagogy is to social studies education across the country.
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NOTES ON STYLE
Because this dissertation is framed by critical theories and informed by collaborative
ethnographic methodology, I make several stylistic changes that deviate from the American
Psychological Association’s (APA, 2019) guidelines outlined in the seventh edition. First, I
choose not to capitalize the racial identity white, in all its forms, unless it appears in a citation or
at the beginning of a sentence. This is a conscious effort to re-equalize the experiences of people
of color while simultaneously challenging white supremacy in language. I borrow this
grammatical choice from other scholars (Hawkman & Shear, 2020; Leonardo, 2009; Matias et
al., 2014; Thompson, 2004; Tochluk, 2010) in the fields of critical race theory and critical
whiteness studies to purposefully decenter whiteness in academic writing.
Second, I have a moral and ethical obligation to honor the eight consultants who
participated in this dissertation as collaborators and “co-intellectuals” (Lassiter, 2005, p. 13) who
are experts in the field of social studies education. As a result, I defer to scholars in collaborative
ethnography (Lassiter, 2005; Lassiter, Hoey, & Campbell, 2020; Werner, 1998) who emphasize
deliberate stylistic choices that demonstrate respect for consultants. For example, I follow
anthropologist Oswald Werner’s (1998) guidance to include consultants in reference lists and
provide in-text citations using the same format for authors of original works instead of relegating
them to personal communication, as the APA (2019) suggests. Similarly, I set all quotations
from interviews in dialogue throughout the body paragraphs instead of offsetting text in block
quotes. I purposefully adopt this stylistic choice from other ethnographers, such as Lassiter,
Hoey, and Campbell (2020), who do the same in their book I’m Afraid of That Water: A
Collaborative Ethnography of a West Virginia Water Crisis. This deliberate choice is framed by
the concept of ethnographic writing, which promotes “writing with” (Campbell & Lassiter, 2015,
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p. 130) consultants rather than writing about them. Consultants’ voices deserve recognition and
should be placed alongside my writing because they are experts in the field of social studies
education. And through the dialogic process, their thoughts, ideas, and information informed my
understanding of how they taught about race and racism and navigated sociopolitical contexts.
To further alert the reader to stylistic changes from APA (2019) guidelines, footnotes
accompany the first time each deviation appears in the text. Moreover, the footnotes provide
additional discussion about each stylistic choice and use scholarly evidence to support the
implications of deliberate language in this study.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
Because this study will examine the pedagogical decisions social studies educators in
West Virginia make when teaching about race and racism, I must pull aspects from multiple
theoretical frameworks to inform my research. All the theoretical frameworks are equally
important to this study, so they are presented thematically rather than in order of significance.
Together, critical race theory, critical whiteness studies, and critical regionalism can help
conceptualize research that examines how teachers negotiate their pedagogy surrounding issues
of race and racism while also maneuvering sociopolitical contexts.
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS
Applying the traditions of critical theory to the study of racial inequities, legal scholars in
the 1970s first introduced critical race theory (Bell, 1980; Matsuda, Lawrence, Delgado, &
Crenshaw, 1993) as a “framework or set of basic perspectives, methods, and pedagogy that seeks
to identify, analyze, and transform those structural and cultural aspects of society that maintain
the subordination and marginalization of people of color” (Solórzano, 1997, p. 6). Critical race
theory’s roots, however, stem back to works by Black writers in the early 20th century. W. E. B.
Du Bois (1903, 1935) and Carter Woodson (1933) condemned the racial discrimination and
inequities pervasive in the United States at the time. Since the formation of the field in the 1970s,
critical race theory scholars have continued to critically examine how racism has been
historically embedded in our society and systematically perpetuated by our institutions.
Over time, various fields, including education, have employed critical race theory to
challenge systemic racism (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; Ladson-Billings, 1998, 2003; Tate,
1997; Yosso, 2002). To help guide the study of educational equity and racial justice, critical race
theory scholars in education have developed the following principles:
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1. Centrality of race and racism: educational research using critical race theory must
centralize race and racism as it intersects with other forms of oppression, such as
gender, class, nationality, and other identities.
2. Challenging the dominant perspective: educational research using critical race theory
challenges society’s dominant narratives and recenters perspectives of
marginalized people.
3. Commitment to social justice: educational research using critical race theory should
strive for social and racial justice.
4. Valuing experiential knowledge: educational research using critical race theory honors
the oral traditions of indigenous communities of color around the world and
spotlights narratives of people of color to understand racial inequality.
5. Being interdisciplinary: educational research using critical race theory should reflect
multiple perspectives and maintain a multidimensional view of the world.
(Navarro & Howard, 2017; Solórzano & Yosso, 2002).
Second, this study pulls features from critical whiteness studies, which emerged from
critical race theory in the 1990s (Delgado & Stefancic, 1997; Frankenberg, 1993). The
foundation of whiteness theory rests on the notion that whiteness is a racial category within a
much broader hierarchal and hegemonic societal power structure. Frankenberg (1993) explains
there are a “set of linked dimensions” to whiteness theory: “First, whiteness is a location of
structural advantage, of race privilege. Second, it is a ‘standpoint,’ a place from which white
people look at ourselves, at others, and at society. Third, ‘whiteness’ refers to a set of cultural
practices that are usually unmarked and unnamed” (p. 1).
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Given the nature of education in West Virginia, all but one of the consultants in this study
are white, and most of the students they teach are also white. Many of the same educators teach
about race and racism. Still, some possibly continue to see their racial identity as “unmarked” to
emphasize the language of both Frankenberg (1993) and Appalachian scholar Barbara Ellen
Smith (2004). Consequently, critical whiteness studies, and by extension, white teacher identity
studies, can help illuminate the ways white teachers approach teaching race and racism,
especially in predominantly white areas.
Third, critical regionalism helps to situate this study because a region is more than just a
static geographic location. Emerging from architecture and design, critical regionalism has been
adopted by several fields, such as history, literature, and political science, to challenge literature
and art critics who derided regionalism as provincial studies with no real merit compared to
analyses of mainstream discourses about high culture (Frampton, 1983; Lippard, 1997; Williams,
1973). Critical regionalism highlighted regions as culturally rich and intrinsically tied to broader
forces as a new lens. In the context of Appalachian studies, Powell (2007) identifies place and
region as fluid. In other words, a region is not a specific site but rather a part of a more extensive
network of sites. Also, critical regionalism establishes that places have a collective cultural
history and are not stable, isolated places, given that both spaces and places are interconnected.
CRITICAL THEORIES IN EDUCATION
In a broad sense, critical theory raises questions about who has power in society, why
they have it, and how to change power structures to make society more equitable. Beginning
with the Frankfurt School, generations of German philosophers who studied in the Marxist
tradition and, subsequently, social theorists in the same vein developed the philosophy of critical
theory. Initially, Horkheimer established three primary criteria when using critical theory: 1)
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explain an issue or problem in current society, 2) identify the actors relevant to the identified
social issue or problem, and 3) identify the norms of the critique and conclude with a plan to fix
that societal issue or problem. While the original aim of critical theory was to transform
capitalism into a true democracy, theorists since the Frankfort School have used the basic
principle of critical theory to examine other power structures within society (Bohman, 2005). For
example, researchers studying marginalized groups use critical theory to uncover narratives that
counter a dominant group’s often more reported and better-represented perspectives. Conversely,
researchers have also used critical theory to examine a dominant group’s narrative to understand
better how their language and actions suppress another group within the same society (Cornbleth,
2017; Kincheloe, McLaren, Steinberg, & Monzo, 2017).
Influenced by Marxist thinkers and scholars of anti-colonialism, critical theory, and
pedagogy, Paulo Freire (1970) first developed the concept of critical pedagogy. With his
revolutionary philosophy of pedagogy, he sought to empower poor, working-class Brazilians to
become agents of change that could transform the broader social order. In Pedagogy of the
Oppressed, Freire (1970) asserts that dialogue helps to form knowledge, and he argues that the
process of meaning making is inherently a political act. He challenges the hegemonic and status
quo assumptions about education and calls for a pedagogical shift from “naïve consciousness” to
“critical consciousness” (Freire, 1970/2018, p. 35). In Freire’s paradigm, individuals not within
the dominant societal group can only recognize their oppression by first experiencing their daily
struggles and then reflecting critically on their experiences. Critical self-reflection creates critical
consciousness, which then motivates individuals to communicate their new-found knowledge
about themselves with others who have also shared similar experiences. Together, the group’s
critical thinking challenges what they know about the dominant culture and encourages them to
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find ways to transform society, upending the oppressive social structure and creating a more
equitable reality (Kincheloe, McLaren, Steinberg, & Monzo, 2017; McLaren, 2000).
Critical Race Theory
The process of naming one’s own reality (Delgado, 1989) is also entrenched in critical
race theory, which originated in legal studies in the 1970s (Crenshaw, Gotanda, Peller, &
Thomas, 1995), and has since been applied to educational pedagogy and practice. LadsonBillings and Tate (1995) first used the lens of critical race theory to highlight the systemic racism
embedded in American education and curriculum. They set forth three guiding principles: “1)
race continues to be significant in the United States, 2) U.S. society is based on property rights
rather than human rights, and 3) the intersection of race and property creates an analytical tool
for understanding inequity” (p. 47).
At the end of the article, the authors (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995) then apply critical
race theory to multicultural education, which they conclude is white supremacy cloaked in
assimilation education. In this paradigm, a watered-down curriculum tokenizes students of color
and reduces entire cultures to just a few artifacts and holidays. On the other hand,
multiculturalism is slightly different because it came to be viewed as bringing together many
cultures with respect and tolerance. The term multiculturalism has become synonymous with
diversity, or a term used to embrace differences among race, ethnicity, gender, sexual
orientation, and other identities. Neither of the paradigms, they argue, seeks to interrogate,
challenge, or disrupt why differences occur in the first place, much less how the institutions
promoting multicultural education or diversity often simultaneously discriminate against students
of color.
There is an essential distinction between multicultural education and antiracist education,
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and the differences now have implications for multicultural studies and antiracist education.
According to Kehoe (1994), multicultural education has three general goals. The first goal is
narrowing the achievement gap between white students and students of color. The second is
encouraging positive intergroup attitudes and relationships. The last is raising awareness about
the experiences of people of color. Multicultural education, however, often ignores racial
differences and the discrimination experienced by people of color. It also does not promote
critical analysis of historical and literary texts as well as societal institutions and contexts.
In contrast, antiracist education utilizes critical thinking frameworks established by
critical race theory scholars in the education field. Teachers who embrace antiracist pedagogy
should facilitate discussions that purposefully confront and unpack racial prejudice and
discrimination. They should also encourage students to examine the economic, social, and
historical roots of inequality. By incorporating critical discussions of systems of oppression,
teachers and students alike can assess the hidden curriculum and make it more inclusive to
reflect all students’ experiences.
Before the millennium, terms like multicultural education and antiracist pedagogy were
even more muddied as scholars continued to make these terms their own throughout the
literature. For example, Gay and Howard (2000) call for more effective multicultural preservice
teacher education that would effectively prepare white teachers for ethnically and racially diverse
schools. As outlined in their article, multicultural education is more akin to antiracist teaching
because they highlight several troubling attitudes toward ethnic and racial diversity, including
teachers’ common fear of teaching diversity in any form and resistance to dealing with race and
racism at all. While dialogue about racism may occur in some classrooms, the authors suggest
many of the conversations “are devoid of controversy, conflict, confrontation, and contention”
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(para. 12). To combat the fear of diversity and resistance to teaching about race and racism, the
authors assert teacher education programs need to develop educators’ critical cultural
consciousness, which would also include analyzing their perceptions of whiteness and changing
their cultural biases.
After Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) argued for applying critical race theory as a lens to
critique educational pedagogy and praxis, Yosso (2002) later discussed critical race theory as a
practical framework for educators to analyze and confront racism in the curriculum. The
practical function of critical race theory as a framework is essential for addressing the hidden
curriculum, and the author presents a thorough guide for teachers to challenge and expose
contexts of racial inequality. Yosso defines school curriculum as the information included and
excluded in the instructional materials as well as the structure and formation of the class.
Moreover, discourses are vital components of the curriculum and determine which students have
access to knowledge while others do not. The author uses critical race theory to develop a critical
race curriculum with five tenets:
1. Recognize the intersecting identities of racism, sexism, classism, and other forms of
discrimination in curricular structures.
2. Confront dominant assumptions about ability, language, and power.
3. Develop formal curriculum centered on social justice and direct the hidden curriculum
toward Freire’s goal of critical consciousness.
4. Design rich and abundant counternarratives beyond misery and oppression.
5. Use interdisciplinary analysis methods to critique social inequity (Yosso, 2002).
Two important literature reviews also provide implications for critical race theory in
education. After examining educational literature between 1995 and 2003, Dixson and Rousseau
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(2005) argue that education scholars during this time often relied too heavily on theorizing and
did not focus on linking theory to practice. They call for a refocusing on critical race theory and
returning to its founding legal tenets. Ten years later, in their literature review, however,
Ledesma and Calderon (2015) suggest that critical race theory in education has a much firmer
foothold as scholars continue to hold each other accountable and provide richer and more
practical applications. Synthesizing the early and more recent debates, both articles find that
while critical race pedagogy is complex work, it has the potential to empower students of color,
all the while dismantling the ideas of colorblindness, linguicism, and other forms of racial
oppression.
As the scholarship surrounding critical race theory in education continues to grow,
authors have shifted their focus from theoretical frameworks to practical applications of critical
analyses in the classroom. For example, Howard and Navarro (2016) discuss the potential
possibilities of critical race theory application as schools across the nation have become
increasingly diverse. At the same time, a significant cultural and racial knowledge gap remains
between students and teachers. The gap, or “demographic divide,” (Gay & Howard, 2001, p. 1)
could shrink if teacher preparation programs help education students examine their own
experiences of race, foster more profound levels of self-reflection, and develop critical race
teaching practices to use in their own classrooms. A second goal of moving forward is to keep
students’ experiences with race central to discussions of educational equity. One tangible way to
centralize discussions of race in the classroom is to incorporate rich and diverse narratives of
people of color and allow the texts to prompt students’ discussions of racial inequality (Delgado
& Stefancic, 2001).
One of the traditional tenets of critical race theory is the use of counternarratives and the
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purposeful act of disrupting canonical and supremacist texts. Counter-storytelling, or employing
counternarratives, is a tangible way to centralize narratives of marginalized communities, and it
is a vital part of a racially just curriculum (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). According to Tulino,
Krishnamurthy, Fall, and Browne (2019), educators can use contemporary bundle narratives,
such as Hush (Woodson, 2010), All American Boys (Reynolds & Kiely, 2015), and The Hate U
Give (Thomas, 2017), with the framework of critical race theory to facilitate students’
discussions of dismantling and disrupting racism in our sociopolitical institutions. Bundle
narratives have a history in early 19th-century abolitionist writings that present counternarratives,
which brought enslaved people, free Black people, and white abolitionists to a similar cause. Not
surprisingly, the abolitionist writings caused just as much controversy then as the critical race
theory hysteria does now. The authors then extend the idea of bundle narratives to modern
literature as each selected text calls attention to the harsh realities of white supremacy and its
effect on the Black community. Moreover, the marginalized texts validate Black identity and
critique systems of institutional oppression through critical race counter-storytelling.
Because counternarratives confront the dominant cultural perceptions in school curricula,
teachers can use narratives of many different marginalized groups to address gaps and challenge
dominant cultural constructions of race. In addition to marginalizing Black voices, school
curricula have historically excluded authentic Indigenous voices, and when present at all, the
traditional stories found in textbooks often trivialize, distort, or misrepresent Native peoples
(Brayboy, 2005; Hickman & Porfilio, 2012; Sleeter, 2016; Stanton, 2014). As a result, utilizing
Indigenous counternarratives, such as the novel The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian
(Alexie, 2007), in conjunction with contextualizing positive and negative stereotypes, can give
educators a powerful technique to interrogate racial injustices (McCarthy & Stanton, 2017).
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Reading a modern counternarrative of Indigenous culture also serves as a vehicle to confront
historical events and policies rooted in white supremacy and colonialism, which is essential
when most social studies standards across the 50 states do not mention Indigenous peoples after
1900 (Colley & Broome, 2020).
Likewise, Cruz’s (2002) content analysis revealed that American history textbooks often
ignored the influence of Latin Americans throughout United States history. And, when they were
included in the narrative, the textbooks predominantly portrayed Latin Americans as alternating
between violence or laziness by using subtle, microaggressive language and images. In her
conclusions and implications, Cruz (2002) calls for textbook authors that are multicultural
experts who know the negative stereotypes and language to avoid and are familiar with
counternarratives that recenter the experiences of Latin Americans among the multiplicity of
marginalized voices.
The voices of Asian Americans are similarly absent from school curricula. According to
Asian critical race theorists, the invisibility of Asian voices also confirms the dominance of
white narratives and sends explicit and implicit messages to students that Asian Americans are
not true Americans (Chang, 1993; Museus, 2013). While Asian Americans have been racialized
as foreign, or other, they have also been framed as model minorities working tirelessly without
complaint. The model minority discourse may seem like a positive stereotype, but in effect, it
pits Asian Americans against other people of color. The discourse also makes it easier to eschew
critiques of racial injustices and, especially, hegemonic power structures (Chang, 1993). In
short, “Although seemingly oppositional images, the perpetual foreigner and model minority
stereotypes are the two sides of the same coin in terms of upholding white supremacy” (An,
2020, p. 9). To combat negative stereotypes, Sohyun An argues educators should have critical
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discussions of unjust policies against Asian Americans that go beyond sidebars on the Chinese
Exclusion Act of 1882 and the internment of Japanese Americans during World War II. She also
suggests educators should use Asian American counternarratives to complicate master narratives
and confront negative stereotypes. In one example, an elementary teacher taught stories of
immigration that decentered Ellis Island and European immigration and instead centered
accounts from Angel Island and Asian American immigration history (Naseem Rodríguez,
2015). In another example, elementary social studies teachers reframed students’ understanding
of American citizenship by utilizing stories of Japanese Americans who were stripped of their
rights and incarcerated in the 1940s (Naseem Rodríguez, 2017).
Critical counternarrative methodology, while practical, must also go beyond telling
stories. Miller, Liu, and Ball (2020) maintain the use of counternarratives is not enough action by
itself. Instead, social justice pedagogy needs to be rooted in transformative methodology with the
sole aim of educational equity. For example, teachers need to help their students identify
hegemonic narratives and unpack the ideologies explicated in the texts. Two crucial next steps
after critical analysis are first reframing discussions of counternarratives to stimulate students’
critical reflection with the end goals of educational equity, and the next is helping students
generate emancipatory actions, rooted in critical race theory, to take based on knowledge gained
from the counternarratives. As a result, the authors argue, critical analysis and generating actions
help students develop their own voice and agency, encourage them to think of solutions, and,
most importantly, take action. Thus, transformation can occur both inside and outside the
classroom.
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Critical Whiteness Studies
To confront racism is also to confront white supremacy. Whiteness, however, “is largely
invisible to whites and yet highly visible to non-whites” (Owen, 2007). Historically, Black
scholars, such as W. E. B. Du Bois, Langston Hughes, and Toni Morrison, have suggested this
phenomenon for decades (Roediger, 1998). When critical whiteness studies emerged within the
broader field of critical theory in the 1990s, it brought increased attention and validation to the
study of white supremacist ideology, which is necessary to confront when the ultimate goal of
racial justice is to eradicate all racism. Over time, critical whiteness studies, along with the
field’s foundation in Black literature, helped to inform white teacher identity studies, especially
as it relates to teacher education and broader educational research (Fine, Weis, Powell, & Mun
Wong, 1997; Kincheloe, Steinberg, Rodriguez, & Chennault, 1998).
According to Jupp, Berry, and Lensmire (2016), white teacher identity studies “focuses
on the preparation and conscientization of white teachers for teaching across understandings of
race, class, culture, language, and other identity differences in increasingly diverse public
schools” (p. 1152) and can be divided into two periods: a first wave and a second wave. In firstwave white teacher identity studies, education researchers examined why white teachers resisted
identity politics and denied racial privilege and oppression. The original texts of the field were
Sleeter’s (1992, 1993) studies, which applied critical white studies to education research, and
concluded that many white teachers refused to “see” color, much less acknowledge differences in
experiences. Later, McIntyre’s (1997a, 1997b, 2002) work on race-evasiveness, or the idea of
being colorblind, reaffirmed Sleeter’s (1992, 1993) research and established key characteristics
of first-wave white teacher identity studies. From this body of research came concepts such as
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the historical and social construction of race, whiteness as the mythical norm, white privilege,
and white race-evasiveness.
In 2003, Qualitative Studies in Education published a special issue highlighting the
emerging white teacher identity studies field. As seen in this culminating example, the first wave
focused on unpacking racial injustices in educational institutions, condemning white raceevasive identities, interrogating white privilege, and, most importantly, placing discussions of
race, racism, privilege, and oppression at the forefront of education in the United States. In the
special issue, studies examined preservice and professional teachers’ perceptions of race (Hytten
& Warren, 2003; Thompson, 2003), and others proposed important critiques of the field (Marx &
Pennington, 2003; McCarthy, 2003). Concepts including perceptions of race and how race is
taught had a significant impact on educational foundations textbooks, which began to incorporate
diversity components meant to prepare preservice teachers and push professional teachers from a
“melting pot” point of view to one that acknowledges lived experiences will differ based on
racial identities (Landsman, 2009; Lewis & Landsman, 2011).
Early critiques (Marx & Pennington, 2003; McCarthy, 2003) helped advance the white
teacher identity studies field during its second wave. One of the significant critiques identified
the limitations of grouping all teachers into some monolithic category, such as how McIntosh
(1988) represents white privilege with her concepts of “unpacking the invisible knapsack” (p.
10), which educators have used in social justice curricula for decades (McIntosh, 1988; Lensmire
& Davis, 2013). The essentialized representation of white identities McIntosh (1988) presents
equated the baggage of whiteness with all white individuals’ experiences. Thus, the first wave of
white teacher identity studies failed to explore the multifaceted concepts of whiteness that
included the sociopolitical underpinnings of race, class, and gender (Lowenstein, 2009). Another
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major critique was that early studies did not describe the nuances and complexities of race and
identity for white people and people of color. They suggested scholars should stop focusing on
the false binary between race-evasive and allyship. Instead, they called for an exploration of how
educators react to white complicity, which would reveal a much broader narrative about their
perceptions of race (Applebaum, 2005, 2013). Ultimately, the second wave became a subtle shift.
Yet, it should also be considered a watershed moment in the field as it ushered in several studies
that added richness and complexity to conversations about teaching race and racism.
Echoing early critics, such as Applebaum (2005, 2013), additional scholars (Jupp &
Slattery, 2010; Raible & Irizarry, 2007) in white teacher identity studies emphasized the
complexity of multiple identities and reported a broader and more nuanced context for white
teachers. For example, Jupp and Slattery (2010) challenged the former monolithic concept of
white identity set forth during the first wave of white teacher identity studies by exploring how
teachers attempted to create race-visible classrooms through management and pedagogy rather
than perpetuate a colorblind ideology. Second, Raible and Irizarry (2007) interviewed two white
teachers who identified as racially aware from several successful relationships with people who
were culturally and racially different from their own identities. Through reflective interviews
conducted by the researchers, the two women discussed their personal and professional
relationships and came to a greater understanding of the complexities of race. They both owned
their white identities and thoughtfully reflected on how others may view them through a
racialized lens. They then transposed their understandings of race to their pedagogical and
dialogic choices, which “reflect their concern for negotiating responsibility in cross-cultural
discourse communities that are rife with opportunities for misunderstanding” (p. 190). In the
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classroom, for example, they purposefully notice, name, and address differences, decenter
narratives of dominance, and honor students’ native languages.
Other authors during the second wave focused on white teachers who actively worked to
develop cultural competency. Hyland (2009) presents a case study of a white elementary school
teacher who was firmly committed to designing culturally relevant pedagogy. Still, she
admittedly struggled to connect to the larger community of her students of color, even though
she was aware of the racial, sociopolitical, and economic differences. Similarly, Milner (2008,
2011) examined culturally relevant teaching for Black and white teachers. According to the latter
study, Milner (2011) concluded that white teachers in urban settings could build cultural
knowledge of their students, reflect upon their beliefs and biases, and develop relationships with
their students and families of color. Most importantly, they can also enter into the difficult work
of confronting the complexities of race with their students and facilitate their interrogation of
institutionalized and systemic racism.
While some white teachers can successfully navigate culturally relevant teaching, others,
as identified in second-wave white teacher identity literature, present a more complicated view of
race and how they teach about sensitive topics. Chubbuck (2004) studied two white literacy
teachers who intended to incorporate culturally responsive teaching. Despite the participants’
stated intentions, both disrupted and enacted whiteness simultaneously. Using pre-service
teachers, Mosley and Rogers (2011) also challenged the either/or binary thinking of raceevasiveness (Bonilla-Silva, 2003; Bonilla-Silva & Embrick, 2006) versus white allyship. They
suggested that white pre-service teachers incorporated racial literacy while creating a “space of
indeterminacy” (p. 321) and maintaining some level of privilege compared to their students.
Third, Adair (2013) explained that both Black and white early childhood teachers attempted to
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incorporate diversity in their classrooms while also perpetuating deficit thinking, or the idea that
students themselves are to blame for being left behind, rather than interrogating the institutions
that perpetuate oppressive systems. The above three studies acknowledged the complexities and
contradictions as white teachers tried to negotiate race in various classroom contexts.
Race and Social Studies Theory
In the context of social studies education, there are still many opportunities for research
in addressing how race and racism are taught and how it could offer a critical lens of racial
identity. In 2003, Ladson-Billings’s Critical Race Theory Perspective on Social Studies: The
Profession, Policies, and Curriculum set the tone urging social studies educators and scholars to
address inequality. She explained that many historical eras and themes addressed in social
studies education have direct racial ramifications. Historical examples of racial dominance
include the transatlantic slave trade and the subsequent establishment of chattel slavery in the
Americas, the genocide and deculturation of various Indigenous populations throughout United
States history, and the internment of Japanese Americans during World War II, just to name a
few of the atrocities. Teaching the historical roots of race and racism is an important first step,
but race and racism need to be addressed in all facets of social studies education. As LadsonBillings (2003) states, “race is an everpresent concept in the social studies—in the curriculum,
the profession, and its policies and practices” (p. 2).
In the decade following the publication of Ladson-Billings’s (2003) collection, more
scholars began to address the topics of race and racism in various aspects of social studies
education. Some scholars examined how social studies education curriculum addressed both
historical and contemporary issues of race and racism, revealing that topics surrounding race
receive minimal attention or, more often, the curriculum presents distorted representations of
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systemic racism devoid of culpability (Brown & Brown, 2010; Nelson & Pang, 2006; Rains,
2006). Other scholars investigated teachers’ and students’ perspectives on race, illuminating the
need for racially just discourse to combat complicity and an overall lack of critical examinations
of whitestream practices, which give implicit preference for white people and white history
(Cornbleth, 2002; Epstein, 2000, 2009; Urietta, 2004). A third group of scholars explored the
practices of social studies educators (Branch, 2003; Chandler, 2010; Howard, 2003, 2004;
Martell, 2013). Collectively, the studies called attention to the lack of scholarship surrounding
topics of race and racism in social studies education and highlighted the need for civic education
that was also racially just.
Also, in the early 2000s, scholars such as Pang and Valle (2004) and Halagao (2004)
encouraged social studies educators to adopt a more critical, interdisciplinary approach when
challenging race and racism. Because the social studies curriculum is mainly concerned with
civic engagement and human practices, social studies educators, they argue, must broaden the
dialogue on race as a sociopolitical construct. To expand conversations on race, social studies
educators must guide students in understanding the history of beliefs, practices, and laws that led
to the sociopolitical construction of race in America. Likewise, they must help students examine
who benefitted from the false binary of race as Black/white and who ultimately suffered due to a
socially constructed racial hierarchy (Pang & Valle, 2004). The social studies curriculum,
however, does not always clearly recognize the origins of race or racism. Consequently,
meaningful dialogue on race and racism should be bolstered by critical document analyses of
hegemonic texts and rich discussions of historically marginalized narratives (Halagao, 2004).
In addition to promoting a more transformative social studies pedagogy, scholars
(Chandler, 2010; Chandler & McKnight, 2012; King, Davis, & Brown, 2012; Lintner, 2004)
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contend that race should be a central analytical lens when teaching about American history. To
put it plainly: “the social studies curriculum in the United States is positioned, better than any
other subject we teach in our schools, to explore issues of race and the American experience. It
would seem that if race and racism were to be a part of formal social education within our
schools that it would fall to the social studies” (Chandler & McKnight, 2012, p. 216). As a result,
writers including King, Davis, and Brown (2012), Chander (2010), and Lintner (2004) proposed
adopting critical race theory as a framework in social studies education to challenge the way we
teach social studies, the narratives we choose to include or exclude from the classroom, and how
we approach social studies education research and theory.
Chandler’s (2015) collection Doing Race in Social Studies: Critical Perspectives presents
several ways social studies teachers can enter into the complicated work of teaching about race
and racism. He argues, “racial dialogue in the social studies classrooms should not be seen as
something arbitrary but something that can be ingrained within everyday pedagogy” (p. xi). This
essay collection is particularly unique because it includes two chapters centering on white
identity and how white teachers grapple with teaching about race and racism (Chandler &
Branscombe, 2015; Martell, 2015). While there are a growing number of essays exploring race
and racism in social studies, few others examine the white identities of social studies teachers
and the implications for teaching about discrimination (Buchanan, 2015, 2016; Busey & Walker,
2017; Demoiny, 2017; King & Chandler, 2016).
In their chapter found in Chandler’s (2015) collection, Chandler and Branscombe (2015)
pull from critical race theory (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995) and whiteness studies
(Frankenberg, 1993; McIntosh, 1988; Roediger, 1991) to name “White Social Studies” (WSS, p.
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62) as an enacted pedagogical construct in white social studies teachers’ classrooms. According
to Chandler and Branscombe (2015), WSS encompasses ten main ideological principles:
1. Employs common sense, essentialized understandings of race to reify the historical
status quo,
2. Has enacted (pedagogical) and personal (philosophical) traits that impact classroom
pedagogy,
3. Assumes that dominant narratives and paradigms of thinking (Kincheloe, 2004) in the
social sciences, particularly historical investigation, are unproblematic,
4. Has a deep, personal, and racial investment in the symbolic, fictive imaginary of the
United States as a polity,
5. Is inherently contradictory and self-reinforcing,
6. Is “raceproof” (i.e., historical/social phenomena can be explained without race),
7. Ignores contemporary, current events that cast into question historical narratives’
legitimacy and, more importantly, their meaning,
8. Utilizes selective use of aspects of historical thinking to support prior claims (i.e., The
selective use of chronology: Declaration of Independence is important, Slavery is
not),
9. Rests squarely in the transmission camp of social studies theory,
10. Protects dominant, European/White narratives from criticism (Chandler &
Branscombe, 2015, p. 63-64).
In their study of three white male social studies teachers, the authors found that all participants
reified white supremacy by enacting some, if not all, of these tenets in their pedagogy.
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Three recent studies examine educators’ perspectives on teaching about race in the social
studies classroom. The first is Smith and Crowley’s (2014) “Pushback and Possibility: Using a
Threshold Concept of Race in Social Studies Teacher Education.” In this article, the authors use
a narrativized case study methodology to examine how a white preservice elementary teacher
reflected upon her understandings of race and how she plans to teach about race and
discrimination. Based on observations, artifacts, and interviews, the authors argue that teaching
about race and racism is a complex topic, and institutions need to provide curricular methods and
strategies to help preservice teachers prepare to teach history and interrogate it. The second is
“Whiteness and Social Studies Teacher Education: Tensions in the Pedagogical Task,” also by
Crowley and Smith (2014). In this study, the authors use a critical whiteness studies framework
to investigate the experiences of predominantly white preservice social studies teachers. Their
findings reveal that the preservice teachers resisted discussions of privilege. They also highlight
the much more significant challenges of teaching about race and racism. Third, Hawkman
(2020), in “Swimming in and through Whiteness: Antiracism in Social Studies Teacher
Education,” discusses how white preservice teachers resisted privilege and used an antiracist
pedagogical approach. Despite holding antiracist beliefs, the preservice teachers participating in
the study often struggled to disrupt white supremacy and effectively teach students about racial
inequality.
Andrea Hawkman also joined forces with Sarah Shear (2020) to publish a collection of
essays critiquing whiteness and decentering narratives of whiteness in social studies education.
Marking the “Invisible”: Articulating Whiteness in Social Studies Education provides 27
different pieces that deconstruct and interrogate whiteness in various contexts within social
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studies education, including theoretical approaches, the construction of knowledge, texts and
spaces, race in PK-12 classrooms, teacher education, and positionality.
In their chapter “Extensions of Intersectionality Theory from Critical Race Analyses: A
Framework of Coalitions for Interrogating Race and Racism in Social Studies Education,” Chan,
Hill, and Baquet (2020) synthesize both critical race theory and critical whiteness studies and
present a framework for applying the concept of intersectionality (Collins, 1990; Crenshaw,
1991), which acts as a bridge between both theories, to the social studies. They argue that while
critical race theory challenges the social conditions created by racial stratification,
intersectionality broadens the effort to challenge racial discrimination into a critique of a whole
matrix of power relations, including whiteness, class, and other identities. Moreover,
“Addressing sociopolitical topics surrounding race and the dimensions of one’s identity (i.e.,
language, gender, sexuality, and social class) is a critical element of democratic education,
particularly for social studies educators” (Chan, Hill, & Baquet, 2020, p. 36).
An intersectional lens synthesizing critical race theory and critical whiteness studies
could also have implications for studying the pedagogical decisions social studies teachers in
West Virginia make when teaching about race and racism since they will have to navigate
multiple intersections of identity for both themselves and their students. For one, teachers must
unpack the false binary of Black/white racial identity. Then, they will have to help students
explore how racial identity fits into a much larger sociopolitical, cultural, and economic system
of dominance, which forms a matrix of oppression experienced by individuals in a multitude of
ways. The matrix of power relations should also allow for discussions of Appalachian identity,
including positive and negative stereotypes, reappropriating language, and discourses that
racialize class subordination.
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CRITICAL REGIONALISM
Place matters. This is nowhere more apparent than in Appalachia, the oldest mountain
region in the world and the site of a vast array of different and disparate imaginings. Billings and
Kingsolver (2018) chose Place Matters as the subtitle for their recent collection Appalachia in
Regional Context in homage to Cornel West’s (1993) book Race Matters. The authors’ intent
was not to diminish attention from racism and white supremacy; instead, they wanted to place a
spotlight on the “othering by class, language, region, gender, and other dimensions of identity as
rooted in the long-term denial of human equality justified through a racializing lens in the United
States” (p. 4). Discussing Appalachia in and within contexts is central to understanding how
numerous processes and voices have defined the region over the years. The local and global are
irrevocably intertwined, so much so that “Place matters, more than ever, in relation to the
construction of identity and meaning, politics and policy, citizen activism, creative expression,
and in scholarship, research, and teaching” (Billings & Kingsolver, 2018, p. 6).
One key facet of critical regionalism is the idea of region as social invention, first
described by urban planner Albert Guttenberg (1993). In short, he maintained that regional
identity does not exist in a vacuum. Rather, the complexities of a region and the ways a region’s
identity is defined and redefined are based on language as it shifts over time and through
different contexts. In other words, a region is ultimately connected to much larger patterns of
history, politics, and culture, even when a place like Appalachia has come to be defined as
isolated over time. For example, the idea of Appalachia as isolated did not originate with people
living in Appalachia and was instead created by outside industries that are a part of much larger
economic, political, and cultural forces (Billings, Norman, & Ledford, 2000; Catte, 2018).
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Whether it is Appalachia, New England, or the South, regions have multiple definitions of place,
constantly morphing and being defined differently, for better or worse (Powell, 2007).
Moreover, critical regionalism forces Appalachian scholars to deconstruct issues of
power, ideology, and culture through the lens of politics as place. According to Reid and Taylor
(2002), it is imperative that Appalachian scholars engage global regional studies in order to
develop regional perspectives. Critical analyses of Appalachia include a thorough unpacking of
Appalachian identity that moves beyond a simple discussion of stereotypes that easily fall into a
“shallow Appalachian ‘identity politics’ rather than toward more systematically critical studies”
(Reid & Taylor, 2002, p. 9). Also, a basic recognition of differences, much like the concept of
multiculturalism in education, does not interrogate how power shapes identities in a political and
cultural region enmeshed with global hegemonic practices. The next and most important step in
critical regionalism is examining problems of privilege, oppression, and domination (Reid &
Taylor, 2002; Smith, 2002).
Second, critical regionalism fosters critical awareness of representation and inequality by
examining systems of domination. Growing up in the mountains of Kentucky, Gloria Jean
Watkins, better known by her pen name bell hooks, did not feel the demarcations of race, class,
and gender as she roamed the secluded hills and hollows of the Appalachian landscape. In her
book Belonging: A Culture of Place, hooks (2009) states, “Living isolated in the hills we had
very little contact with the world of white dominator culture. Away from the hills dominator
culture and its power over our lives were constant” (p. 7). She and her family experienced a
profound shift when they moved from the country to Hopkinsville, Kentucky, a city where
“money and status determined everything” (p. 7). There, hooks “learned the depths of white
subordination of black folks” (p. 8). In Belonging, she uses education in Kentucky as one
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example, among many, of the racial injustices she and other Black people endured in
Hopkinsville:
In school we were taught to believe that Kentucky was not like the deep South. No matter
that segregation enforced by violence shaped these institutions of learning…To black
folks it seemed strange that powerful Kentucky white folks could act as though a fierce
white supremacy did not exist in “their” state. We saw little difference between the ways
black folks were exploited and oppressed in Kentucky and the lives of black folks in
other parts of the South. (p. 9)
To further complicate this view, hooks (2000) also explains in Where We Stand: Class
Matters, “In the southern world of racial apartheid I grew up in, no racialized class division was
as intense or as fraught with bitter conflict as the one between poor whites and black folks” (p.
111). Even though segregation and other white supremacist laws did not manifest as clearly as in
the city, white privilege still played a role in how Black and white people in the country
interacted. According to hooks, “While they did not bother us and we did not bother them, we
feared them. I never felt that they feared us” (p. 113). For Black people, their fear was legitimate,
especially if they were ever caught fraternizing with poor whites:
I remember being whipped for being overly friendly with poor white neighbors. At that
time I did not understand, nor did our parents make it clear, that if anything had happened
to us in their homes, as black folks we would just have been seen as in the wrong; that
was the nature of Jim Crow justice. While we were encouraged to keep a distance from
all white children no matter their class, it was clear that black people pitied and often felt
contempt toward the white poor. (p.113)
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Her experiences of racial inequality inside Appalachia and her lived experiences outside of it
helped shape hooks’s thinking and writing throughout her career. When she returned to
Kentucky later in life, hooks (2018) began to understand and interpret “Kentucky, and especially
small-town Kentucky, as a starting point for all things happening in our nation as a whole” (p.
185).
A third important function of social invention is recognizing marginalized voices, such as
bell hooks and Appalachian writers, activists, and even scholars. They create a nuanced
discourse about a region and can purposefully transform the politics and culture of a region to
complicate and subsequently reclaim its identity. According to Powell (2007),
Critical regionalism is a way of making this inherent connectivity deliberate, conscious,
and visible, a methodology for creating a new kind of regional representation that is not
only inquisitive about the possibilities for drawing together new configurations of politics
and culture, but is always conscious about its own locations as a critical practice. (p. 34)
Thus, there is also a pedagogy component to the methodology of critical regionalism. Powell
(2007) maintains that critical regionalism shows students how to construct their own regional
maps, which can connect their lived experiences to others’ experiences within and beyond the
confines of places. Mental maps of Appalachia also encourage students to connect to people who
share their identities and those who do not. Invariably, teachers in West Virginia will invoke
studies of place as they are teaching about race and racism, and it is essential to examine the
ways they participate in the broader discourse about Appalachian identity in addition to race.
Similarly, it is helpful to situate this study within the context of escalating inflammatory rhetoric
surrounding critical race theory and the misinformation guiding the attacks on teaching about
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race and racism across the country since regions are not insular and outside forces constantly
influence their dynamic sociopolitical contexts.
By analyzing the intersections of race and class, among other identities, and how those
identities are simultaneously privileged and oppressed to undergird the more extensive system of
dominance in our society, critical regionalism goes hand in hand with the lens of
intersectionality, which brings together the two theoretical frameworks of critical race theory and
critical whiteness studies. Intersectionality (Collins, 1990; Crenshaw, 1991) is both a theoretical
and methodological strategy that unpacks individuals’ multifaceted identities and examines how
simultaneously privileged and oppressed identities overlap to form the hegemonic, hierarchal
social system in which we all live. Intersectionality also encourages the centering of diverse
voices and the dismantling of societal power structures to help solve social problems. Like
gender and race theorists, Appalachian writers (Avashia, 2022; Good, 2012; Mann & Watts,
2019; Walker, 2000; Wilkinson, 2011) and scholars (Crawford, 2014; Glasby, Gradin, &
Ryerson, 2020; Mallinson & Childs, 2004; Mallinson & Inscoe, 2020) alike have applied the
framework of intersectionality because Appalachian identity is also multifaceted, complex, and
situated within hierarchal power structures. In addition to understanding identities, Terman
(2020) argues that the power of intersectionality as a framework lies in its use as a model for
deconstructing the politics of place, especially in Appalachia. According to the author, “the work
of redefining place-based identities and reassessing the roles of people in communities is an
essential component of effective and socially just action” (p. 84). Consequently, an intersectional
lens focusing on the complexities of Appalachian identity can enrich scholarship, research,
pedagogy, and activism.
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Race in Appalachia
The recent misappropriated language surrounding critical race theory and curriculum
transparency evokes critical regionalism since we can use it as a tool to examine racial
constructions and identity in the Appalachian region critically. As national politics continue to
imprint on West Virginia, educators who want to teach about race and racism contend with
rhetoric that has permeated state and local politics as policymakers attempt to curtail social
justice pedagogy. At the heart of intersecting frameworks of critical race theory, critical
whiteness studies, and critical regionalism lies the following concept: “the production of
inequality and the exercise of power are in fundamental respects about the production and
control of space” (Smith, 2018, p. 32). Privilege and power do not just exist outside of
Appalachia and impose dominant hegemonic structures on the region; instead, privilege and
power can function within the region and perpetuate systems of domination. As a result,
Appalachia is also “marked by and implicated in the exploitation and injustice that are produced
beyond, but also within, its boundaries” (Smith & Fisher, 2012, p. 269). Critical regionalism
forces us to confront hegemonic power structures because social structures directly impact power
and identity in Appalachia. One such empowered social construct is the concept of whiteness,
which is reified and complicated by Appalachian studies.
The rhetoric used by opponents of critical race theory—and subsequent proponents of
curriculum transparency—may also offer another reaffirmation of Barbara Ellen Smith’s (2004)
premise that “whiteness in Appalachia has remained largely ‘unmarked’ and unremarkable—to
whites” (p. 38). Her language echoes Frankenberg’s (1993), who argues, “Naming ‘whiteness’
displaces it from the unmarked, unnamed status that is itself an effect of dominance” (p. 6). In
other words, by refusing to identify systems of dominance, the systems are allowed to continue.
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In a more tangible example of how this concept plays out in West Virginia politics, I cannot help
but think of Senator Amy Grady’s (2022) comments during the debate over Senate Bill 498,
which prohibits the teaching of race or racism: “‘To tell those kids [in West Virginia] that they
have a leg up in society because of their race is doing them a great disservice,’ she said. ‘They
don’t have a leg up in society no more than skin color holds somebody down’” (as cited in
Willingham, 2022a, para. 18). Grady’s remarks reveal her assumptions about students in West
Virginia, especially that they make up one monolithic group of white, poor children who are
already disadvantaged. Ironically, Appalachia as a monolith is a pervasive stereotype of the
region (Catte, 2018; Turner, 2021), yet S.B. 498 would ban all discussions of stereotypes and
prejudice, even to the detriment of students who have experienced discrimination. Moreover, her
comments reveal a deeply embedded avoidance of critiques of power and privilege in
predominantly white and poor spaces (Smith, 2004).
According to Frankenberg (1993), examining power and dominance should be a critical
analysis of how identities are politically, socially, and culturally defined and how those identities
are inscribed on people to both privilege and oppress them within a socially constructed
hierarchy. Smith (2004) utilizes literature on whiteness and white racial identity in the United
States, including Frankenberg, among others (Allen, 1994; Almaguer, 1994; Hale, 1998;
Hartigan, 1999; Jacobson, 1998; Roediger, 1991; Saxton, 1990), as a lens of analysis in her
watershed article, “De-gradations of Whiteness: Appalachia and the Complexities of Race.” In
the article, Smith highlights Appalachian studies scholars’ reluctance to explore racial power
structures created by white, hegemonic actions and posits three trends within Appalachian
studies that reveal scholars’ tendencies to evade conversations of whiteness. The three trends
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include the concept of racial innocence, a class over caste perspective, and the proliferation of
racialized language to denounce classist stereotypes.
The first major trend is the idea of racial innocence (Inscoe, 1999), whereby white,
southern Appalachians, unlike other white Southerners in the lowland South, can evade critiques
of their own racial prejudice and the political, social, and cultural manifestations of white
supremacy. Their perceived innocence is further preserved by the dwindling populations of
people of color throughout contemporary Appalachia. In essence, race and racism seem
irrelevant when few people of color now live in the region. Today, however, the historical
presence of people of color in Appalachia cannot be doubted. For instance, Cherokee nameplaces dot southern Appalachia (Dunaway, 2000) and, according to Jordan and Kaups (1989), a
sizeable population of white Appalachians claims Cherokee ancestry. This may be due, in part,
to the practice of European men marrying into Cherokee families and adopting many Native
farming and cultural practices throughout the 17th and 18th centuries. In addition to the Cherokee,
other Indigenous peoples throughout Appalachia actively engaged in trade with colonizers from
Europe. They became enmeshed economically and politically, often to the detriment of
Indigenous tribes, who were eventually destroyed directly by colonizers or the diseases that came
with them (Dunaway, 2000, 2003).
Beginning in the 1700s, the racial contours of Appalachia were also shaped by
slaveholding practices and ideology most commonly associated with the lowland South. In fact,
historians of the mountain South, or areas including southern and central Appalachia, have
similarly documented slave trading, slave holding, occupational discrimination, and exclusionary
laws throughout the region’s history. And many living in the mountain South were likewise
politically, economically, and ideologically tied to the lowland South (Dunaway, 1999, 2003;
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Inscoe, 1995, 2001). While extremely important to the field, these historical works have focused
almost exclusively on the experiences and contributions of Black and Indigenous Appalachians,
and only a few scholars have called for a more critical examination of race and race that
interrogates white identity and the hegemonic structure of race in Appalachia (Griffin &
Thompson, 2002; Hayden, 2002; Smith, 2004).
It was not until the late 19th century that the myth of Appalachia’s racial innocence
(Inscoe, 1999; Silber 1993, 2001) emerged along with other social constructs. After the Civil
War, outside industries and their prospectors defined Appalachia as a discrete region—a strange
land with peculiar people (Shapiro, 1978). The “otherness” of Appalachia amalgamated its
denizens into one white, poor homogenous group that needed to be developed and modernized,
despite the true social complexity of the region (Catte, 2018; Kephart, 1913; Turner, 2021).
Then, in the early 20th century, many Black Appalachians, just like Black Americans living the
in the lowland South, left during the Great Migration in search of better employment and
freedom from oppressive Jim Crow laws (Silber, 1993, 2001). Ultimately, the historical and
demographic changes redefined Appalachia's social and racial contours, solidifying the myth of
racial innocence.
The myth continued to persist throughout the 20th century for several reasons. For one,
social activism within Appalachia focused on the corruption of outside industries siphoning
resources from the region. The heavy focus on curtailing outside industries was coupled with few
civil rights events, most likely due to the outmigration of Black Appalachians (Smith, 2004).
Third, Appalachia’s “other” identity was reaffirmed yet again during the 1960s as national media
outlets “discovered” skyrocketing poverty rates in the region, which prompted federal legislation
known as the War on Poverty (Billings & Blee, 2000). As a result, Appalachians could deflect
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any blame from themselves while also pointing to the fact that most who stayed were white, and
many were suffering from crushing poverty. The racial innocence myth, however, does not mean
racist ideology no longer exists in Appalachia. As Smith (2004) points out, “throughout many
exclusively white Appalachian counties, where the chilling warning that blacks who stay past
dark will not live to see the sun rise the next morning, functions to police racial boundaries and
powerfully enforce the whiteness of Appalachia” (p. 44).
The historical study of race relations, or lack thereof, in Appalachia underpins the myth
of racial innocence and a class over caste perspective (Corbin, 1981). According to Smith
(2004), Appalachian studies has historically refused to acknowledge the intersectionality of race
and class and sees both identities as completely separate with class subordinate to race; in other
words, identities cannot be privileged and oppressed simultaneously. Smith further explains that
working-class, white Appalachians often fail to situate critiques of hegemonic society within
larger interrogations of racism and white supremacy and, instead, maintain that the hillbilly
stereotype is worse than racial discrimination. This class over caste perspective (Corbin, 1981)
has roots in language perpetuated by scholars, such as Harry Caudill (1962) and others (Weller,
1980), who used rhetoric that often served as the basis of racial discrimination prior to the Civil
Rights Movement. Early scholars’ language about Appalachians included terms like biological
deficiencies and genetic inheritance, which obscure class exploitation and equate it to racial
discrimination.
Shifting early scholars’ focus to critiques of the hillbilly stereotype, later studies of
Appalachia co-opted accomplishments of the Civil Rights Movement and used racial analogies
to repudiate images of the hillbilly in contemporary culture (Branscome, 1971; Reed, 1986;
Shelby, 1999). Based on these critiques, advocates began to use language that described
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Appalachians as “hard-working,” unlike, for example, the wealthy CEOs making money off the
backs of Appalachians but also unlike welfare recipients—coded as Black, immigrant, or any
poor person of color. Or, advocates used language like “country folk,” which carved a niche for
Appalachians between the bourgeois suburbs and the ghetto.3 Thus, the language positioned
Appalachians within a racial dichotomy of poor Black versus poor white and attempted to raise
up poor, white Appalachians positioned at the lowest station within the broader social
stratification (Isenberg, 2016; Roediger, 1991). Smith (2004), however, argues rhetoric that
distorts race and class differences “offers a telling case study of how class-informed resistance
by whites may be expressed through language that unintentionally resounds with racial meaning”
(p. 49). Furthermore, she rejects the notion that Appalachians fit into a marginalized ethnic white
subgroup, shifting the overarching paradigm in Appalachian studies from one in which race and
class are mutually exclusive to one recognizing that identities such as race, class, and gender
intersect and simultaneously influence how a person experiences privilege and oppression.
Acknowledging intersecting identities, however, does not necessarily mean that processes
of domination cannot occur among subgroups of people in specific contexts (Hartigan, 2004;
Scott, 2009). For example, native, white Detroiters associated certain characteristics, such as the
speech and behaviors of southern Black migrants, with displaced Appalachians. In an attempt to
maintain some semblance of social order in their changing neighborhoods, the white “old guard”

3

I am embarrassed to admit that I titled my master’s thesis Country Schoolgirls: A Study of Rural Women and the
Rise of Public Education, 1820-1914 (Perry, 2014). Knowing what I know now, I would have used less race-evasive
and deflective language in my study about Appalachian women. While I did not examine how Appalachian women
of color defined womanhood within the context of schools, I should have acknowledged that women of color would
have had similar yet profoundly different experiences than white women in Appalachian schools. Additionally, the
historical and social constructs of race and gender may have affected how women of color were able to identify with
traditional concepts of womanhood.
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of Detroit used race and class similarities as a way to disparage the recently settled “hillbillies”
and create a hostile environment based on social and racial power structures (Hartigan, 1999).
When teaching about Appalachian identity and race, educators have found it important to
challenge both the negative and positive assumptions students have about Appalachia to reveal
the region’s true complexity. According to Emily Satterwhite (2013), associate professor at
Virginia Tech and director of Appalachian studies, the positive assumptions are harder for
students to confront than the negative assumptions: “students’ faith in [positive assumptions] is
more intransigent, more defensive and self-justified, and in some cases more psychologically
necessary than students’ unexamined beliefs in negative stereotypes” (p. 5). Students’
romanticized views of Appalachia, as she suggests, are often polarized by the historical “insider”
versus “outsider” narrative (Lewis, Johnson, & Askins, 1978; Schumann & Fletcher, 2016) and
are compounded by a “celebratory” stance. She does not mention in her chapter, though, that
students’ celebratory stance may simply maintain the myth of racial innocence by
reappropriating the more glorified aspects of Appalachian identities, such as being “country”—or
even “hillbilly” or “redneck.”
Instead, Satterwhite (2013) suggests that students’ romanticized views and celebration of
Appalachia are rooted in several other myths, especially Appalachian exceptionalism. The first is
the agrarian myth of the “happy yeoman farmer,” based on historiography (p. 10). She cites
historians Blethen (2004) and Dunaway (1996), both of whom complicate the traditional
narrative of Appalachia’s pre-Civil War economy, which included dependence on Indigenous
traders and the enslavement of Indigenous and African peoples. In contrast to the predominant
stereotype, few farmers ever became self-sufficient and were forced to sell their labor to wealthy
landowners. Furthermore, the region was never isolated from transnational trade, and slavery and
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enslavement supporters alike did, in fact, exist. The act of slaveholding and its associated
ideology significantly influenced the economy, politics, and society of the mountain South.
Second, the five myths of Appalachian exceptionalism highlight five overgeneralizations that
students hold about modern-day Appalachia:
1. It is all poor and the poorest place in the United States.
2. It is all rural and also the most rural part of the country.
3. It is all white and the whitest place in the United States.
4. It is all mountains.
5. It is premodern (Satterwhite, 2013, p. 18).
The third myth of Appalachian exceptionalism is the most relevant to this study because one
component of teaching Appalachia’s complexity is showing students that people of color have
lived in the region for hundreds of years, and many still do. A second and equally important
aspect, however, would tie Smith’s (2004) argument to Satterwhite’s chapter—scholars and
educators who study Appalachia must also examine the social construction of race and how
racial identities intersect with class. Thus, we cannot just discuss racism when people of color
are present in the sources. Still, we must unpack white identity related to racial discrimination in
Appalachia to confront broader systemic racism.
Emily Satterwhite and Dwight Billings, along with other regional scholars (Billings,
Caison, Davis, Hernández-Ehrisman, Joseph, Ryden, & Satterwhite, 2018), bring attention to the
interconnectedness of regions to broader society in their chapter “Teaching Region” in the
collection Appalachia in Regional Context. In the introduction, Satterwhite situates regional
studies within transnational contexts, highlighting how global issues directly impact almost all
areas of life in a particular area. Because critical regionalism challenges students’ traditional
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ways of viewing and thinking about their “place,” students are more apt to see how global issues
are interconnected and ultimately become regional issues. As students grapple with new ideas,
they are also encouraged to become agents for change as they begin to realize their “place” is not
isolated—or so different—from the rest of the world. Satterwhite then clarifies, “One additional
direction that I would like to push the conversation is toward issues of regionalism and
whiteness, which we have barely began to address” (as cited in Billings et al., 2018, p. 216).
Billings (2018) picks up the conversation about regionalism and whiteness in a later section in
which he discusses the revised learning outcomes for an introductory course in Appalachian
studies offered by the University of Kentucky:
A. Demonstrate an understanding of historical, societal, and cultural differences in
Appalachia such as those arising from race, ethnicity, sexuality, language,
nationality, religion, political and ethical perspectives, and socioeconomic class.
B. Demonstrate a basic understanding of how these differences influence issues of social
justice and/or civic responsibility in the region
C. Demonstrate an understanding of historical, societal, and cultural contexts relevant to
the understanding of Appalachia.
D. Demonstrate an understanding of the following as they pertain to Appalachia:
1. Societal, cultural, and institutional change over time
2. Civic engagement
3. Regional, national, and global comparisons
4. Power and resistance
E. Demonstrate a basic understanding of effective and responsible participation in a
diverse society
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F. Recognize the presence of stereotypes and how they serve the interests of some groups
while disempowering and marginalizing others.
G. Learn to recognize the distinct but complementary ways of discovery and
representation in the arts, humanities, and social science through readings and
lectures by University of Kentucky faculty representing each of these approaches.
H. Learn to obtain and critically evaluate information from documentary films, the
Internet, and library/archival sources. (Billings et al., 2018, p. 229-230).
The new objectives serve multiple goals, including renewing an essential focus on Appalachia as
it relates to global economic, political, and cultural affairs. Most important for this study, too, is
the emphasis on students’ understanding of the ways historical, societal, and cultural contexts
shape Appalachians’ multiple, intersecting identities. By using an intersectional framework,
students and educators can more effectively recognize the complexity of Appalachian identity.
Consequently, educators can facilitate students’ discussions about the importance of civic
responsibilities and generate ways to promote social justice.
Contextualizing the Classroom
Most conversations about the complexity of Appalachian identity have occurred within
the context of higher education, and only a few scholars have examined Appalachian identity in
PK-12 classrooms. In her dissertation, Bach (2013) studied fifth graders from an Appalachian
region in southern Ohio to determine if students’ cultural awareness was heightened by reading
Appalachian literature. She argues that reading books set in Appalachia helped students relate to
the characters and develop an understanding of Appalachia based on Jones’s (1994) Appalachian
values framework. His framework includes concepts like familyism, religion, independence,
neighborliness, modesty, personalism, and patriotism, among others. Even though Jones’s (1994)

76

values might be true, some play into the myth of racial innocence if we view them through
Smith’s (2004) lens.
On the one hand, it may be necessary for students to read literature about characters that
reflect them—or as Rudine Sims Bishop (1990) explains, “Reading, then, becomes a means of
self-affirmation, and readers often seek their mirrors in books” (para. 1). For Appalachian
students, literature related to their lived experiences and class identity can help adolescents make
sense of their place as they begin to see that not all white people share one monolithic identity. It
is equally imperative, however, that white students understand race and class are intersecting
identities, which often result in vast differences in experiences based on who benefits from the
system and who does not—or, as Bishop (1990) notes, “Children from dominant social groups
have always found their mirrors in books…They need the books as windows onto reality…that
will help them understand the multicultural nature of the world they live in, and their place as a
member of just one group, as well as their connections to all other humans” (para. 5).
Studies of dominant discourses can also illuminate the sociopolitical context of
classrooms. In addition to studying Appalachian identity, Slocum (2014, 2019, 2020) has
focused on how adolescent students in Appalachia use language to negotiate dominant discourses
within high school English classes. She suggests that students in the three studies constructed
their own local definitions of identity, which complicated the traditional discourse surrounding
Appalachian identity. They also disrupted the mainstream speech patterns about Appalachians to
position themselves for various social and political purposes. The scope of the studies, however,
goes beyond conversations about race and racism within Appalachia, revealing the need for
necessary and additional research.
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While they did not study Appalachia per se, Hardie and Tyson (2013) examined the
construction of racism and racial conflict in a southern high school in North Carolina, and their
research has several implications for how we understand race and class consciousness within
predominantly white school spaces. For example, many students at Cordington High School felt
comfortable deriding “redneck” students. These students, threatened by students of color in the
same remedial classes whom they perceived as empowered, would openly antagonize their Black
peers. As a result, the “redneck” group became synonymous with the “racist” group, making it
easy for practically everyone else in the school to blame them for a racially incited riot. The
social-racial category that connects rednecks to racists also helped other white students position
themselves with a sense of power and establish a nonracist group identity. Turning a blind eye to
racism and racial conflict, administrators also allowed the discrimination to continue and
reinforced colorblindness as an acceptable strategy for dealing with instances of racism. Thus,
their “approach guarantees that the structures from which racial tensions arose will remain in
place and that the wounds inflicted from such practices will continue to fester” (p. 99).
Social studies educators in West Virginia seem uniquely poised to address the
intersections of identity, including how race and class are inscribed on Appalachians and how
socially constructed identities have cultural, political, and economic roots in American history.
This study marries the two topics. And while there is a growing body of research examining the
ways social studies educators teach about race and racism, education scholars Navarro and
Howard (2017) “believe that the current body of literature on race and racism in social studies is
still lacking in a comprehensive and thorough manner” (p. 353). This study would contribute to
that body of literature and add complexity to the conversations about racial justice pedagogy.
The importance of difficult conversations and the need for critical pedagogy become even more
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apparent when we reflect upon the current sociopolitical climate. Combine these recent events
with the fact that the National Council for Social Studies had historically avoided addressing
either race or racism in their official position statements until 2018 (Demoiny, 2020), and we can
see a space for new dialogue.
SUMMARY
To examine the pedagogical decisions that social studies educators in West Virginia
make when teaching about race and racism, the frameworks of critical race theory, critical
whiteness studies, and critical regionalism will help to conceptualize this study. Although this
chapter did not seek to present a comprehensive review of the three intellectual paradigms of
critical race theory, critical whiteness studies, and critical regionalism, it funneled the
scholarship from the theoretical foundations of each to overviews of the literature and finally to a
discussion of more recent studies. This chapter's first section specifically reviewed how
education scholars use the complementary frameworks of critical race theory and critical
whiteness studies to examine the field. This section concludes with a more focused discussion of
the ways scholars in social studies education have recently applied both frameworks and the lens
of intersectionality, which bridges the two. The second section of this chapter provides a brief
overview of critical regionalism. It helps to contextualize the societal forces within and outside
Appalachia, especially as they relate to analyses of race and whiteness. This section ends with a
practical application of Appalachian identity studies in the classroom and a brief discussion of
how the multifaceted identities of actors within educational spaces can add nuance to current
understandings of racial justice pedagogy. Thus, the complementary frameworks of critical race
theory, critical whiteness studies, and critical regionalism serve as the theoretical foundation for
this study.
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODS
Two converging issues greatly influenced this study. First, the increasing politicization
of teaching about race and racism is worrisome, given that all students would be at a significant
disadvantage if they do not have a comprehensive education about America’s complicated past
and present. Second, social studies educators are uniquely situated to facilitate discussions about
the historical and sociopolitical roots of race and racism, especially considering the overall
purpose of social studies curriculum is to help students develop the ability to make critical and
informed decisions as citizens of a democratic and pluralistic society. Understanding race and
various other identities form a matrix of power relations and thinking critically about how those
identities are simultaneously privileged and oppressed in our society will ultimately support
students’ full participation as citizens in a true democracy. Educational research in the social
studies, however, has not extensively covered the teaching of race and racism, even when it is so
desperately needed. To further complicate the issue, social studies teachers in West Virginia will
have to unpack racial discrimination along with class stereotypes of Appalachians that have been
obscured by racialized language.
Considering the layered nature of racial identity, discrimination, and the broader,
interconnected systems of inequality, this study explores the thinking processes of eight social
studies teachers as they make pedagogical decisions when teaching about race and racism all the
while navigating the sociopolitical contexts within West Virginia and the United States. By
examining the otherwise overlooked and othered area of Appalachia, this project can add nuance
to the national conversation about racial justice pedagogy and reveal just how relevant and
necessary critical pedagogy is to the field of social studies education. The following research
questions guided this study:
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1. How do eight social studies educators in West Virginia teach about race and racism?
2. What are the eight educators’ thinking processes as they make pedagogical decisions
concerning the topics of race and racism?
3. How do eight social studies educators in West Virginia navigate the process of creating
a more racially just pedagogy all the while contending with the sociopolitical
context within contemporary Appalachia and the United States?
METHODOLOGIES
This study uses qualitative research as an over-arching methodology. Applying
qualitative methods to social science research has a rich history. Still, we must acknowledge that
early Western ethnographers, who often examined “primitive” cultures in foreign, exotic places,
first established the approach (Clair, 2003). Since then, many historical movements (Denzin &
Lincoln, 1994) have expanded and refined early ethnography, shifting qualitative research away
from its colonial and imperialist roots. As the field continued to evolve, qualitative research in
anthropology and sociology began to be applied to other areas, like education. By the 1980s,
more education researchers were using qualitative methods. They established a number of
journals devoted to publishing this type of work, prompting mainstream education journals and
national research conferences to include qualitative studies as well (Hatch, 2002).
While researchers using qualitative methods have attempted to define their work in
various ways, this study honors the following aspects of qualitative methodology. The first main
characteristic is examining peoples’ lived experiences in an authentic and natural setting (Hatch,
2002). Context is central to understanding and interpreting qualitative data since one of the
primary goals of qualitative research is to explore human behavior within a specific setting that
is not manipulated or controlled in any way. Similarly, it prioritizes the perspectives and voices
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of people living within a particular location. By focusing on how people discuss their lived
experiences, qualitative methodology allows us to understand the world from other peoples’
perspectives. Second, researchers using qualitative methods gather much information about
people through firsthand experiences in the field. Using tools like field notes from participant
observation, transcripts of interviews, and artifacts from cultural sites, researchers can gain a
deeper understanding of participants in their study. They can then generate detailed or thick
descriptions using their observations (Geertz, 1973). Thick descriptions help to support
interpretations and inscribe meaning by relating analyses back to the actors themselves, who are
positioned within their specific contexts. This type of work allows us to understand how
individuals construct meaning in their own lives within a broader system made up entirely of
symbols, which the researcher has to sort out (Blumer, 1969). Third, qualitative research
assumes that social contexts are dynamic, unique, and complex (Hatch, 2002). Qualitative
research does not have to prove generalizations or transference; rather, qualitative studies often
add complexity to broader conversations and present us with additional puzzle pieces for
qualitative researchers to understand the human experience from a multitude of perspectives.
Ethnography
Ethnography is more specific than broadly defined qualitative research. Ethnography
encompasses both a fieldwork methodology and a way of writing that organizes and interprets
meaning. According to Campbell and Lassiter (2015), “ethnography also inhabits very particular
ways of being, by which we mean ways of encountering, thinking about, interpreting, and acting
in the world around us” (p. 1). This type of research is personal, positioned, and, thus, subjective,
requiring the ethnographer to disavow the notion of objectivity and commit to forming human
relationships with consultants. Throughout the process of studying with and learning from others,
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ethnographers are forced to reflect upon their own assumptions about a group of people, which
may fundamentally shift “our understandings of what it means to be…and in bringing about
those shifts, has also affected how we related to others and, for that matter, to ourselves”
(Campbell & Lassiter, 2015, p. 2). Consequently, ethnographies can challenge and change our
understandings of the world in which we live and potentially lead to personal and societal
transformation.
Ethnography also centralizes the power of human relationships. In fact, “doing and
writing ethnography is about engaging in, wrestling with, and being committed to the human
relationships around which ethnography ultimately revolves” (Campbell & Lassiter, 2015, p. 4).
Ethnographers must actively collaborate with their consultants, especially working together to
construct meaning and interpret cultural concepts, practices, and texts (Lassiter, 2005).
Previously, collaboration began and ended in the field, but collaboration can extend further into
the research and writing process, all the while maintaining the original commitments between
ethnographers and the people with whom they work. Relationships between ethnographers and
consultants, and the dialogue that stems from those relationships, can also support the
interpretation of cultural norms and lead to a co-learning experience. As ethnographers challenge
and change their own understandings throughout the research and writing process, so too may
the consultants as they communicate their reality in ways others can understand. Thus,
ethnography has the power to broaden our understanding of the human experience and transform
our thoughts and ideas.
Educational Ethnography
Educational ethnography shares many similarities with the broader field. In reviewing the
field of educational ethnography, scholars (Walford, 2007; Yon, 2003) maintain the
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epistemological shifts from the objectivist paradigm to more constructivist and transformative
paradigms that underpin the broader field of qualitative methods, as well as ethnography, have
had a similar impact on educational research. Likewise, educational ethnography as a
transformative process demonstrates “an increased understanding of culture, context, and
plurality as embodied in an ever-expanding and demographically evolving populous and social
change” (Howard & Ali, 2017, p. 143). The shift to transformative processes also reflects
traditional anthropology’s moving away from studies of the foreign and exotic to studies of
indigenous or marginalized groups not included in the dominant narrative.
While ethnography emphasizes how meaning is constructed in specific contexts,
educational ethnography focuses explicitly on the social contexts of schools. This approach
frames cultural scripts for learning and teaching, and schools help form and maintain cultural
norms (Howard & Ali, 2017). Educational ethnography also draws attention to marginalized
perspectives not present in the curriculum and amplifies voices not included in decision
making—much less consulted—about several school-related issues, including, but not limited to,
curriculum, pedagogy, and policy. By historically perpetuating dominant ideologies, schools
have become cultural sites reflecting inequalities in broader society, such as racial injustice and
class discrimination. More recent studies have examined specific school cultures and how
teachers, students, and administrators contribute to creating and reifying meaning (Walford 2007,
2008). Other studies have gathered information about the behaviors, language, and rituals of
actors within schools, and these studies contribute to our understanding of how people operate
within specific school contexts (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007). Thus, the literature on
educational ethnography emphasizes an ethnographic process for exploring culture within and
forming a multidimensional understanding of educational contexts.

84

(Critical) Educational Ethnography
Critical educational ethnography is rooted in the tradition of critical ethnography.
Informed by the same shifting paradigms in the 1980s, critical ethnography (Anderson, 1989;
Carspecken, 1996) applies research methods commonly associated with ethnography, such as
extended, immersive experiences, participant observation, in-depth interviews, and a thorough
analysis of artifacts related to the research context, to theoretical frameworks associated with
critical social theory. Other similarities include the use of thick descriptions (Geertz, 1973) to
support interpretations of human behavior and motives and to undergird the search for
understanding based on the idea that “cultural informant’s perceptions of social reality are
themselves theoretical constructs” (Anderson, 1989, p. 253). Critical ethnography, however, is
most concerned with understanding societal power structures. Researchers who use the
methodology of critical ethnography then actively work with their community to dismantle the
system keeping hegemonic structures in place. The process of dismantling power systems should
be a collaboration between researchers and consultants, with the consultants deciding what and
how needs to change. Collaborative actions to challenge and disrupt hegemonic power structures
support critical ethnography’s ultimate goal, which is to transform society (Lassiter, 2005;
Wilson & Yull, 2016).
Critical educational ethnography blends the two approaches of educational ethnography
and critical ethnography. This methodology rests on the following assumption: “Education-based
problems are seen as a reflection of larger systems of injustice and inequity operating at both
macro- and micro-levels” (Howard & Ali, 2016, p. 145). As a result, critical educational
ethnography lends itself to examining societal problems, especially equity and justice, in the
contexts of schools. It also helps to further our understanding of how the spaces where learning
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occurs can contribute to the production of cultural norms, which consequently positions
individuals operating in educational spaces within a hierarchal social structure. The authors
define the essential elements of critical educational ethnography as:
1. The articulation of a critical context
2. Understanding and defining culture
3. Negotiating relationships and embeddedness
4. Multiple ways of knowing (Howard & Ali, 2016, p. 147).
The above four elements stem from multiple intellectual traditions, including critical race theory
and critical whiteness studies (Wilson & Yull, 2016), and they mutually inform the research
design of this study.
Critical educational ethnography also guides my research process, but let me be clear. My
aim is not to “call out” teachers or “fix” their teaching practices. I am also not assuming this
research will lead to actionable change, much less dramatic societal transformation, since
conversations between myself and consultants may only complicate how we approach racial
justice pedagogy, especially when viewed through the lens of teaching social studies in
Appalachia. I do, however, think it is essential to acknowledge the tenets of critical educational
ethnography that inform my research.
First and foremost, the methodology of critical educational ethnography frames culture as
dynamic, layered, and situated within larger societal power structures. In contextualizing culture,
the goal of critical educational ethnography is to understand culture, not to solve it, which in the
past has insinuated that a group’s culture is problematic and has consequently reinforced cultural
hierarchies. Trying to solve cultural problems is a misleading concept, and it is the exact
opposite of what critical educational ethnography sets out to do. Instead, it encourages the
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explicit examination of “how a cultural group’s rituals and practices, relational and social
structures, and ways of being and knowing are described, expressed, and interpreted by group
members” (Howard & Ali, 2016, p. 150). What makes this approach unique is its ever-present
focus on societal power structures. Researchers engaging in critical educational ethnography
seek to understand how and why societal power structures are constructed, who benefits and
suffers within the power structure, and what we can do to interrogate and eventually dismantle
the system (Wilson & Yull, 2016).
Second, researchers engaging with this methodology must develop deep relationships
with consultants and critically self-reflect on their research practices and ways of thinking. For
example, Howard and Ali (2016) apply Campbell and Lassiter’s (2010) reflections on their
collaborative ethnography of Muncie, Indiana, (Lassiter, Goodall, Campbell, & Johnson, 2004)
to critical educational ethnography:
In order to recognize the material constraints of time, yet attempt to develop honest and
meaningful research relationships (critical) educational ethnographers should develop
meaningful and balanced relationships with research participants and the broader local
community with whom they are conducting research, engage in the process of research
with local community members, and be critically reflective of both research questions,
and the material practices of the research itself. (p. 150-151)
Like in ethnography, critical educational ethnographers also acknowledge they cannot
remain neutral during the research process and may eventually come to confront their
preconceived notions of groups of people or certain aspects of the human experience (Goodall,
2000; Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007). Critical reflexivity is also a central attribute of critical
educational ethnography, but it is slightly more complicated than simple reflection (Berger,
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2015). Its purpose “is to make transparent the researcher’s positionality, social location and
subjectivities, and facilities interrogating how these standpoints limit and possibly enhance her
understanding of others” (Howard & Ali, 2016, p. 154). Thus, critical reflexivity is an intentional
part of the research process, and one using this methodology must actively engage in it to be a
full partner in the research itself. Together, critical reflexivity and the researcher’s consciousness
of cultural constructions become mutually informing elements of this study. Both features allow
critical educational ethnographers to make sense of actions within educational settings, interpret
the meaning of actors’ decisions, and understand how actors and their actions are situated within
a societal power structure.
STATEMENT OF POSITIONALITY
I am a cisgender white woman who grew up in the suburbs of Pittsburgh and attended a
small liberal arts college. Growing up, I considered myself middle-class for several reasons. My
family lived comfortably, but we did not live in one of the newest or biggest homes. My mother
was a financial advisor, but she only had a high school diploma. And my father was a union
worker at one of the last steel mills that continued to operate in the region. Admittedly, my social
sphere included very few people of color, and my first substantive relationship with a Black
woman was my first college roommate. She only stayed for the first semester, and we did not
keep in touch after she left. I graduated from Saint Vincent College, which has been called out in
recent months for its implicit racism. According to a PublicSource (2021) exposé, the college
reported no tenured Black professors when data was collected in the fall of 2019. In general, lack
of representation is a major problem at many other Southwestern Pennsylvania colleges. Then, in
April 2022, the Center for Political and Economic Thought, which is housed in the McKenna
Business School at Saint Vincent College, held a conference where David Azerrad (2022a,
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2022b), former director and a fellow of the conservative think tank the Heritage Foundation and
current professor at Hillsdale College presented, “Only Black Lives Matter: Racial Hysteria in
Contemporary America.” After much outcry from alumni, faculty, students, and community
members, Father Paul Taylor, O.S.B. (2022), president of Saint Vincent College, issued a nonapology saying the Catholic Church published a position statement in 2018 against racism and
encouraged the Deans to “begin conversations” and “study” the document for possible
implementation (para. 11). No wonder my roommate left.4
Following college, I entered the master’s degree in history program at West Virginia
University and taught college classes for the Center for Women’s and Gender Studies. When I
graduated, my husband and I decided to stay in West Virginia, and I have continued to teach
Women’s and Gender Studies classes as an adjunct lecturer. Since 2014, I have taught seventhgrade English language arts and social studies at the same PK-8 school in West Virginia, and
none of my colleagues are people of color. In fact, I can count the number of students of color I
have had over the years on two hands with a couple of fingers to spare. I entered Marshall
University’s Doctor of Education in Curriculum and Instruction program in the summer of 2019
and began work on my dissertation in the summer of 2021.
One might wonder why I am interested in race and racism and why I would care to work
toward social justice. I have no intention of throwing out some platitude or flaunting pseudointellectualism by virtue signaling, but I recognize I come from a privileged background and
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Also, Rick Saccone, a former Pennsylvania state representative and political science professor at Saint Vincent
College, resigned from his teaching position after much public outcry about his involvement in the January 6, 2021,
insurrection. The issue was not his attendance, but rather his social media post: “‘We are storming the capitol. Our
vanguard has broken through the barricades. We will save this nation. Are u with me?’” (Saccone, 2021, as cited in
Himler, 2021, para. 4). Technically, Saccone never entered the Capitol building, so he was never charged. He did,
however, run as a Republican for Pennsylvania lieutenant governor in the 2022 primary election and lost (Levy,
2021).
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have benefited from societal institutions that have historically and systemically disadvantaged
others. All the schools I attended were predominantly white and supplied with ample resources.
My first teacher of color was a history professor at West Virginia University. She made me
realize how systems of inequality are embedded at all levels of education, from preschool to
graduate school. Growing up, I never heard of Mansa Musa, one of Mali’s most influential and
wealthiest emperors. I had no idea that multiple empires outside of Egypt existed throughout the
African continent. Currently, I teach at a school where 36% of students qualify for free and
reduced lunch. During the 2020-2021 school year, 100% of students identified as white (West
Virginia Department of Education, 2022). In the Women’s and Gender Studies courses I teach at
West Virginia University, I have had more opportunities to interact with students with a diverse
array of racial, class, gender, and sexual identities. The classes center on issues of sexism and
racism, and my students employ the framework of intersectionality to unpack the ways multiple
identities, including gender identity, sexual orientation, race, and others, are simultaneously
privileged and oppressed by interlocking systems of domination within our society.
During the summer of 2020, I could not help but confront my own teaching style and
pedagogy in the wake of George Floyd’s murder and the renewal of the Black Lives Matter
movement. I started to think about what I could learn from the events of 2020 and how I could
contribute to desperately needed changes. On June 6, 2020, my husband and I attended one of
the Black Lives Matter marches in Morgantown, West Virginia. I was moved by the powerful
stories the speakers shared and was encouraged by the amount of support and allyship I saw
among the advocates there. Although participating in the march was one small step, it showed
me I had been complicit for too long. As Desmond Tutu (1984, as cited in Brown, 1984) so
famously said about apartheid in South Africa, “If you are neutral in situations of injustice, you
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have chosen the side of the oppressor” (p. 19). I began to reflect upon my teaching practices,
from how I speak in the classroom to the instructional materials I choose to use with my
students. I recognized I could do better. I had to do better for the next generation of students.
As I worked toward a more racially just pedagogy, I wondered how other social studies
teachers in West Virginia were attempting to do the same thing. I knew I could not be the only
one. Then, the media began pushing critical race theory to the forefront, and the rhetoric used by
politicians and political pundits was becoming more inflammatory and divisive, leading to much
confusion about the theory itself and distracting from the real need to teach about racism in
America, both past and present. These culminating issues inspired this study.
CONSULTANTS
In order to understand the teaching practices and pedagogical decisions educators make
about their practices, I used only certified, full-time, and actively employed educators who teach
social studies at either the middle or high school level. The teachers had to be working in West
Virginia, so consultants may have taught anywhere from fifth to twelfth grade because many
county school districts choose to include fifth grade in what they consider either their middle
schools or junior high schools. I predominantly used purposeful sampling (Patton, 1990) since I
was seeking out teachers who already taught about race and racism; however, they were not
required to self-identify as antiracist teachers or social justice advocates.
Selection
After Marshall University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) approved this dissertation
research (Appendix A), I began the participant selection at the end of October 2021 by directly
contacting teachers I knew through various organizations and had conveyed past experiences of
using social justice pedagogy in their classrooms. My goal was to have seven to ten consultants
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from multiple counties across the state representing a range of programmatic levels and social
studies courses. Similarly, I hoped to have consultants teaching in various educational contexts
with predominantly white student populations and more diverse student bodies. I did not
preclude educators from the same school or county since they would teach different courses at
different programmatic levels. Even though they may teach in similar contexts, educators’
teaching styles and strategies often differ (Sabers, Cushing, & Berliner, 1991). I recognized that
many consultants would be white, given the context of teaching in West Virginia, but I did not
preclude any teachers of color from participating because their perspectives would be a valuable
contribution to this study and our broader understandings of teaching about race and racism in
predominantly white areas.
As a graduate student in Curriculum and Instruction at Marshall University, I wanted to
first ask other graduate students in my program who also taught social studies at the middle
school and high school levels and had shown interest in racial justice pedagogy during our inclass and hybrid discussions throughout the courses we took together. I then reached out to these
individuals first and asked if they would be interested in participating as consultants in my
dissertation research.
I also had extensive experience working with the Marion County Education Association,
an affiliate of the West Virginia Education Association and the National Education Association,
the country’s largest teacher’s union. From 2016 to 2020, I served as the Marion County
Education Association president and led the county through two statewide strikes in 2018 and
2019, respectively, and the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic. From 2017 to 2020, I also
served as an executive committee member of the West Virginia Education Association and
represented union members at annual Delegate Assembly meetings. As an elected officer, I met
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countless PK-12 teachers in Marion County and West Virginia and served on numerous school,
county, and state committees. I was familiar with several social studies teachers who had talked
directly with me or during committee meetings about their attempts to teach about race and
racism. I then contacted these teachers and asked them if they would be interested in
participating as consultants in the dissertation research.
Another important avenue to find consultants was the Learning and Teaching for Racial
Justice Institute conducted by Audra Slocum and Sarah Morris, directors of the National Writing
Project at West Virginia University. The institute’s purpose was to provide a shared learning
experience using the National Writing Project model as we all reflected on our understandings of
race and racism and evaluated our instructional approaches to create a more critical and inclusive
curriculum. In the summer of 2020, teachers from various disciplines and programmatic levels
began by meeting via Zoom for sessions throughout the summer in which we wrote reflectively,
discussed common readings, and brainstormed ways we could revise a unit or syllabus to make it
more racially just. The latter activity was especially important because, despite our teaching
contexts, we all wanted to have an effective racial justice curriculum for both our white students
and our students of color. In addition to our synchronous meetings, each participant developed a
self-directed learning project that included attending webinars, reading books and articles, or
listening to podcasts. This self-directed learning project aimed to learn more about the economic,
sociopolitical, cultural, and historical roots of racism and to begin developing evidenced-based
and racially just practices. Participants in the institute were primarily social studies and English
language arts teachers in West Virginia, so I approached the social studies teachers directly and
asked if they would be interested in serving as consultants for the dissertation research.
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Ultimately, eight West Virginia social studies teachers agreed to participate in this study.
They represented a range of secondary programmatic levels and social studies courses across the
state. Since collaborative ethnographic methodology informed this study, I have provided only a
short table with general information about the eight consultants and data collection information
in Appendix H: Data Collection at a Glance for readers who need information presented in such
a manner.
Ethical Considerations
After receiving IRB approval (Appendix A) and forming a list of social studies educators
in West Virginia who may have been interested in participating in this dissertation research, I
emailed potential consultants to explain the study and its purpose. In each email, I briefly
introduced myself and identified my credentials. Then, I explained that Marshall University’s
IRB had approved the study, which consisted of two semi-structured interviews lasting
approximately 45 minutes each round. Both interviews were conducted virtually and recorded. I
worked with each consultant individually to schedule the first round of interviews for November
2021, and we scheduled the second round of individual interviews for March 2022. I also
articulated the possibility of a virtual focus group after the second round of interviews if
consultants showed interest in participating. In the email, I explained that I wanted to keep their
identity confidential, given the escalating, inflammatory rhetoric surrounding the teaching of
race and racism and the potential for retaliation. As a result, I let consultants know they could
suggest their own pseudonyms for use in the study, or I could assign them one that I would use
throughout recording, transcribing, coding, and writing. I would also help protect confidentiality
by encrypting the recordings and transcriptions of all interviews. Upon defense of the
dissertation, I would purge any associated research data in accordance with timeframes
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established in protocols approved by the IRB. Lastly, I explained that all consultants would have
the opportunity to review the sections of the dissertation that contain information they provided
to ensure the final product accurately reflects their individual meanings and intentions as a part
of this study. Before each round-one and round-two interview, I would provide consultants with
the list of interview questions (see Appendix C and D, respectively), so consultants had the
chance to ponder the questions and recall past experiences (Campbell & Lassiter, 2015).
At the beginning of each individual interview, I read through the verbal presentation of
the Informed Consent to Participate in a Research Study (Appendix B). Each participant had to
give verbal consent before starting their individual interviews for round one and round two.
Obtaining verbal consent was chosen over written informed consent because signing a form
could have some negative consequences for participants, especially if administrators or families
against the teaching of race and racism were to find out which educators participated in this
study. After obtaining verbal consent, I asked participants if they had a preferred pseudonym. All
participants chose their own pseudonyms, but even if the participant did not have a preference, I
would have assigned them a pseudonym at that time. Participants’ chosen pseudonyms were their
personal identifiers used throughout data collection and writing. Next, I reminded consultants
that the interview would be recorded and transcribed afterward. The digital recordings of each
interview were saved on my personal laptop and protected with digital encryption. Upon degree
completion, all submitted artifacts, notes, typed transcripts, and digital recordings of interviews
will be purged in accordance with protocol timeframes approved by the IRB.
Collaborative Ethnography
Collaboration is integral to this project. Because I am also a social studies teacher in West
Virginia, my experiences inform everything about this study, from deciding on a topic to
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drawing conclusions from the data. I acknowledge and embrace my subjectivity because “doing
ethnography is deeply personal and positioned…ethnography develops out of an unambiguous
consideration of one’s own experiences, positions, and subjectivities as they meet the
experiences, positions, and subjectivities of others” (Campbell & Lassiter, 2015, p. 5). In other
words, collaborative ethnography is intersubjective and deeply rooted in human relationships.
Thus, I recognize that my experiences frame the human dynamics and dialogue that are a part of
this study. Furthermore, my perspective may differ from the consultants with whom I am
working. Our differing perceptions, and questions that may arise from acknowledging
differences, will only contribute positively to this study as “something that could potentially
strengthen the project rather than weaken it” (Campbell & Lassiter, 2015, p. 23).
There is also an important ethical component when engaging in collaborative
ethnography. Since human relationships are at the heart of collaborative ethnography,
ethnographers and consultants should be considered collaborators and “co-intellectuals” entering
into a consciously negotiated “co-commitment” (Lassiter, 2005, p. 13). As a result, I have a
moral and ethical responsibility to the consultants working with me on this project. I also fully
recognize all consultants in this study as highly educated professionals who are experts in the
field of social studies education. To maintain responsibility and respect, I took several conscious
steps to represent their contributions to this study accurately. I adapted my ethical considerations
for this dissertation from the code of ethics developed by student researchers working alongside
collaborative ethnographer Dr. Eric Lassiter, other researchers, consultants, and community
advisors, whose work eventually became The Other Side of Middletown: Exploring Muncie’s
African American Community (Lassiter, Goodall, Campbell, & Johnson, 2004). My ethical
considerations include:
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1. Build a rapport with consultants that extends beyond the confines of this study.
2. Fully communicate my intentions, goals, research plans, and collaborative processes of
this study.
3. Listen to consultants’ perspectives and experiences and remain open-minded to
differences.
4. Recognize the contributions of consultants and represent them in good faith.
5. Include consultants in the writing process by having them review the written sections
in which they appear and make corrections, if needed, to the narration that does
not accurately represent them or misquotations by the author (Lassiter, 2005, p.
83).
With the above responsibilities in mind, I hope to maintain respect for my consultants throughout
the research and writing process and accurately represent them to the best of my ability.
DATA COLLECTION
In the vein of other ethnographic studies, I recognized this dissertation could possibly
change throughout the research process in response to several factors, even though I explained
my intentions and outlined my procedures below. The resulting emergent design of this study is
“a view of research that necessitates both creative and practical response to changes in research
design as projects evolve” (Campbell & Lassiter, 2015, p. 32). Before even contacting potential
consultants, I acknowledge that the escalating rhetoric surrounding teaching about race and
racism could have unintended consequences for this study as I work with consultants who are
also trying to navigate sociopolitical contexts that are constantly changing. Such influences could
have compelled me to adapt my approach in response to the ever-shifting landscape of the
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sociopolitical contexts within the consultants’ individual schools, local communities, the state,
and by extension, the country (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
Although significant changes to research design did not occur, I hope articulating the
emergent nature of this project reveals the nuance and complexity inherent in studying the
teaching of race and racism. Since I explored socially constructed concepts, which are
multifaceted and multilayered, new information and, as a result, additional questions arose
during the research process. For one, the West Virginia Legislature met from January 12, 2022,
to March 12, 2022, and during the 60 days, numerous bills relating to the teaching of race and
racism were introduced and discussed (Quinn, 2022f). Many consultants directly addressed their
concerns about the bills in the second round of interviews, which required me to ask follow-up
questions to understand their perspectives better. Also, as media attention on critical race theory
intensified from November 2021, when I conducted first-round interviews, to March 2022, when
I conducted second-round interviews, I anticipated additional follow-up questions to the original
ten (Appendix D) that would drill down to why and how the eight educators who participated in
this study taught about race and racism. In all the follow-up interviews I conducted, I also asked
consultants: 1) When looking at the “big picture,” what do you hope students learn regarding
race and racism, and 2) How will you know you have achieved this goal?
Although the topic does not directly relate to the teaching of race and racism, the Russian
invasion of Ukraine beginning on February 24, 2022, affected conversations in the classroom.
All consultants made mentioned of the ongoing war and humanitarian crisis, and some made
connections between the topics of human rights abroad with civil rights in America. Consultants’
discussions also reflect other educators’ desire to address the conflict in age-appropriate ways
with their students. For instance, the popular educational material source Newsela (2022) created
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a regularly updated text set of articles for teachers to use with their students. Scholastic published
articles in their children’s sources Up Front (Smith, 2022), Junior Scholastic (Zissou, 2022), and
Scholastic News (2022), all of which cover the Russian invasion of Ukraine. Educator resources,
such as Education Week (Schwartz & Whiteleather, 2022) and We Are Teachers (Mathis, 2022),
shared instructional strategies for teachers who wanted to address the issue, while traditional
newspapers, like The New York Times (Moyer, 2022) and The Washington Post (Joyce, 2022),
wrote about different ways adults can talk to children when distressing news, like the invasion, is
all over the 24-hour news cycle. Thus, I could not ignore consultants’ references to the unfolding
current event and asked clarifying or probing questions during the second round of interviews
when needed.
Round-One Interviews
I began my research by interviewing eight social studies teachers in West Virginia in
November 2021. The first round of one-on-one interviews gave me an initial overview of the
educators’ unique teaching contexts. For the round-one interview, I used questions inspired by
Bogdan and Biklen’s (2007) “life-history” interview questions, but I limited the questions to the
educators’ teaching experiences (Appendix C). The questions also gave me important
information about why each educator thinks teaching about race and racism is important, which
approaches they use when teaching race and racism, and what sociopolitical factors they feel
may affect their pedagogical choices in the upcoming year. By asking teachers to individually
describe their world within the context of their schools and broader societal forces, I hoped to be
able to probe for a deeper understanding of how they see the broader issues of race and racism.
Given that “interviewing is an active process where interviewer and interviewee through their
relationship produce knowledge” (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, p. 17), this collaborative approach
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helped to provide a richer and more nuanced understanding of teachers’ pedagogical decisions
and the contexts that influence them.
Both interviews were semi-structured and consisted of open-ended questions. The
questions for the first round of individual interviews are listed in Appendix C, but taking into
account the nature of semi-structured interviews, “narration or conversation that opens new lines
of inquiry is valued and encouraged” (Campbell & Lassiter, 2015, p. 100). In November 2021, I
conducted the first round of individual interviews outside of school hours using my personal
computer, not my Dell laptop provided by my school district. Also, I used the Microsoft Office’s
Teams application because most educators have used the platform for virtual learning during the
COVID-19 pandemic and are more familiar with the interface. I used my Microsoft Office
account through Marshall University, not the West Virginia Department of Education, to
virtually conduct and digitally record the individual interviews. I saved the digital recordings of
each interview on my personal laptop and protected recordings with a password.
I developed the above protocol because I wanted to ensure that all interviews and
recorded material remained protected and secured. Since I asked consultants about the topics of
race and racism, I wanted to ensure they all felt comfortable sharing their thoughts, ideas, and
practices freely during our conversations. I am also cognizant that over the last several months,
many teachers across the country and in West Virginia have expressed concern about the
potential backlash from families and administrators for even mentioning that racism exists. I did
not want any consultants to become a target, so I made conscious decisions about how I
conducted the interviews, recorded them, and stored them. The research design, and the
associated choices I made regarding the design, are essential when establishing protocols to
protect participants’ confidentiality and minimize risks. Upon degree completion, I will purge all
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artifacts, notes, typed transcripts, and digital recordings of interviews in accordance with my
research protocol approved by the IRB.
I systematically processed interview data. During the interviews, I followed the interview
questions in Appendix C and took notes while I listened to consultants answer the questions.
Notes contained possible probing or follow-up questions, keywords or phrases that stuck out
during our conversations, and even nonverbal indicators that might have revealed context or
impressions. I transcribed each interview directly after the interviews because I wanted to
become as familiar as possible with the data and see what themes or potential issues began to
emerge. Similarly, transcribed data helped to shape the other interviews I completed later in
November or follow-up interviews in March 2022 (Hatch, 2002). The initial, ongoing analysis
was also important to guide later data collection because, in March 2022, I planned to conduct a
second round of interviews to give consultants an opportunity to reflect on their pedagogical
decisions when teaching about race and racism. Finally, I kept a research log of the interviews to
include a record of where, when, with whom, and how long I conducted each interview.
Along with the research log, I jotted down notes after each interview to record my
impressions of our conversations, assess my interviewing skills, and make plans for changes in
the future if necessary. The process occurred directly after the interview when I reviewed
recordings of interviews as well as when I transcribed the recordings. Ultimately, the journal logs
helped me to maintain a human quality and connection to the research process. All written
information discussed in the logs became data for this study and was kept in a secure location in
my home office along with additional data I collected. Also, it was stored for the duration of the
research, consistent with my IRB approval guidelines, and then purged.

101

Artifacts
In the verbal presentation of the Informed Consent to Participate in a Research Study
(Appendix B), I also stated that consultants might choose to submit artifacts, such as unit plans,
lesson plans, and other materials they used while implementing pedagogy involving race and
racism, as part of this study’s data. Teachers’ artifacts become physical evidence of how
consultants operate within their contexts and can provide additional insights into how the eight
social studies educators participating in this study teach about race and racism. Another added
benefit to gathering artifacts is that they can be collected without disturbing behavior patterns or
the everyday flow of human activity (Hatch, 2002). After data collection, one way to analyze the
artifacts I collected was to view them at face value to compare them with participants’ interviews
(Marshall & Rossman, 1995). Artifacts can be considered “nonreactive” (Web, Campbell,
Schwartz, Sechrest, & Grove, 1981) because “they are not filtered through the perceptions,
interpretations, and biases of research participants” (Hatch, 2002, p. 117). Thus, comparing
artifacts with interview responses can be used as triangulation in a qualitative study (Denzin,
1978). Although triangulation is one way to analyze artifacts, the documents I gathered were
created predominantly by consultants. As a result, the consultants had the opportunity to share
their motives when creating the documents and their perceptions of using them.
Because I gathered artifacts, such as lesson plans, unit plans, and instructional materials,
created mainly by the consultants, I used them more as a memory device and conversation starter
during the second round of interviews. While conducting the round-two interviews, I followed
up with the consultants to see how their pedagogy and thinking processes may have solidified or
possibly changed after teaching about race and racism in their social studies classes (ChiseriStrater & Sunstein, 1997). By using artifacts as a stimulus for reflection and interpretation in
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interview interactions, I asked consultants to refer to physical evidence to help them explain how
they used various documents and what significance they may have had on their pedagogy
(Hatch, 2002). In contrast, some consultants wanted to assess their use of the documents and
discuss ways they would like to change components of their pedagogy going forward. Similarly,
consultants may have been more willing and able to reflect upon their experiences and discuss
any transformation in their ways of doing or thinking about racial justice pedagogy.
To ensure the ethical collection and processing of artifacts, I followed certain procedures
when dealing with the documents. As I contacted consultants for this study and informed them of
my research, I was upfront with them and explained that I would also like to collect relevant
materials, such as lesson plans, unit plans, and instructional materials, they use when teaching
about race and racism. Before collecting data, consultants gave verbal informed consent to
submit their documents and could choose to withdraw permission and retract their documents at
any time during the research process. As consultants shared artifacts with me, I placed them in
clearly labeled folders in a secure box in my office, along with other paper-based research data,
such as research logs and journals. Any notes or journaling I made regarding artifacts was also
organized with all secured research materials in my home office. Any associated research data
was stored for the length of time consistent with my IRB approval guidelines and then purged.
Round-Two Interviews
During the first round of interviews, I talked with consultants about how long they would
need to implement their plans for teaching about race and racism and the best time in the late
winter or early spring to follow up with them. Based on consultants’ feedback and the approved
IRB protocol, I chose to conduct the second round of interviews in March 2022. The follow-up
interviews were also semi-structured and consisted of open-ended questions. Like the first round
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of interviews, they were likewise conducted and recorded similarly, and the recordings were
saved digitally and securely. As discussed previously with the emergent design of this study, I
used the questions listed in Appendix D. I added follow-up questions based on themes that arose
from the first round of interviews and gathered artifacts. Two follow-up questions that I found
myself using with each consultant were: 1) When looking at the “big picture,” what do you hope
students learn regarding race and racism? and 2) How will you know you have achieved this
goal? I found both questions helpful in drilling down to the pedagogical decisions consultants
considered the most important.
The purpose of the second round of interviews was to give consultants an opportunity to
reflect on several elements related to this study, which allowed for novel and nuanced insights to
emerge (Polkinghorne, 2005; Smith, 1994). By giving voice to their thoughts and ideas,
“individuals become more fully present and authentic selves via public (and, especially, publicly
confessional) discourse” (Campbell & Lassiter, 2015, p. 87-88). Thus, the second round was
especially important to give educators a chance to reflect on their decisions, which led to a
deeper understanding of their thinking processes and goals. It also gave them an opportunity to
discuss the West Virginia Legislature’s proposed bills about critical race theory and divisive
concepts and how those laws—and the associated rhetoric concerning the teaching of race and
racism—affected their pedagogical thinking and decisions.
There are several other reasons for conducting follow-up interviews in this study. First,
consultants were able to clarify and add to our conversations from the first interview. Second,
interview questions prompted consultants to examine how they taught about race and racism
during the school year and discuss their thinking processes as they made pedagogical decisions.
Third, consultants had the chance to contemplate how the national and local sociopolitical
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contexts complicated their decisions while formulating and implementing instruction. Moving
forward, these conversations also offered consultants an opportunity to discuss future teaching
about race and racism.
I pulled ideas commonly associated with critical teacher reflection (Hawkman, 2017,
2020; Pewewardy, 2005; Shandomo, 2010) to form the questions in the second round of
interviews. Because I acknowledge that teachers are often busy and overwhelmed between
juggling their careers, families, and mounting responsibilities, I did not want to add any undue
burden on the consultants in this study. As a result, I did not want to ask teachers to have to take
time out of their busy schedules to write reflections about their daily experiences or thought
processes in the classroom, even though I recognize reflective journaling can add depth to our
discussions about metacognitive processes, especially when unpacking pedagogical decisions.
Critical teacher reflection is also an integral pedagogical tool instructors have used with preservice educators to elicit personal engagement with and reflection of racial consciousness
(Pewewardy, 2005; Shandomo, 2010). For example, Hawkman (2020) used race consciousness
journal prompts in her study of white teacher education students and provided numerous sample
questions and prompts, which informed some of the reflective questions I included in the second
round of interviews.
My procedures during and after conducting round-two interviews were nearly identical to
the procedures discussed above for the first round of interviews. While I conducted the
interviews, I took notes, which included follow-up and probing questions, or keywords and
phrases related to the research. Second, I kept a research log of information regarding where,
when, with whom, and for how long I conducted each interview and a research journal in which I
reflected on the interviews and recorded my impressions based on consultants’ responses to my
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questions. Again, I saved the digital recordings of each interview on my personal laptop and
protected them with a password. After the second-round interviews, I transcribed each, allowing
me to continue analyzing the data for emergent themes and noted changes. The early analysis of
both rounds of interviews helped inform my decision to ask consultants if they would be
interested in participating in a focus group to further explore how the eight social studies
teachers in West Virginia navigated racial justice pedagogy.
Focus Group
Given the emergent design of this study, I left open the possibility of conducting one
focus group interview and wrote it into the initial research design. Teaching about race and
racism in West Virginia is a complex praxis, and I recognize that not all social studies teachers
are enacting racial justice instruction. On one level, I thought it would be helpful to gather social
studies teachers in West Virginia doing social justice work and provide them a space to discuss
successes and challenges they have uncovered while teaching about race and racism. This
strategy was reminiscent of Freire’s (1970) concept of “critical consciousness” (Freire,
1970/2018, p. 35) and his emphasis on the process of relationship-building to foster critical
thinking within communities. According to Freire, the relationship-building process comes to
fruition specifically through discourse: “Only dialogue, which requires critical thinking, is also
capable of generating critical thinking” (Freire, 1970/2018, p. 92). Outside the focus group, some
teachers in this study may have never had the opportunity to discuss teaching about race and
racism with their colleagues.
On another level, the eight teachers trying to navigate racial justice pedagogy in insular
contexts may be experiencing burnout without communities of like-minded individuals. Several
scholars have studied teacher burnout (Denton, Chaplin, & Wall, 2013; Farber, 1991; Skaalvik,
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2010), drawing on research with roots in activist burnout, but there are very few scholars
(Gorski, 2015, 2019; Gorski & Chen, 2015) who have examined how educational activists
experience burnout and what can be done to mitigate it. Teachers in this study, especially those
who consider themselves social justice advocates or activists, may have been experiencing
burnout for several reasons and could have benefited from a focus group to unpack their
experiences. Additionally, a focus group helped to provide even greater insight into their thought
processes of teaching about race and racism. This is not to say that white teachers enacting social
justice pedagogy suffer from racial battle fatigue (Gorski, 2019). Still, research on social justice
activism burnout suggests that forming relationships among activists who share the same goals
can be beneficial (Gomes, 1992). According to Gomes (1992), “The fact that contact with other
activists was also the most commonly reported reward of activism further suggests that the realm
of interpersonal relationships is very important to one’s satisfaction as an activist…” (p. 144).
Furthermore, interpersonal relationships may be worthwhile for the individuals involved, but,
more importantly, those relationships can lead to social change.
I assessed the need for a focus group based on two considerations. First and foremost, I
asked consultants during the second round of interviews if they thought meeting with other social
studies teachers in West Virginia who teach about race and racism would be beneficial. All
consultants responded positively, so I asked a follow-up question gauging their interest in
participating in a focus group. Since all consultants expressed interest in participating in a focus
group, I submitted an amendment (Appendix E) to Marshall University’s IRB in March 2022.
After the amendment was approved, I coordinated the time and date of the focus group using a
Doodle poll, which allowed online polls to be anonymous. Initially, four participants planned on
attending the virtual focus group, but only two, Harriet and Bob, were ultimately able to
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participate on April 13, 2022. I conducted the virtual focus group via Microsoft Office’s Teams
application because participants lived throughout the state of West Virginia, and Teams allowed
all participants the possibility of accessing the focus group. Also, I had participants call into the
Teams meeting, so they would not be able to see any personal identifiers. Participants could hear
each other’s voices, but the verbal consent protocol (Appendix F) identified this possibility and
asked participants to respect one another’s confidentiality if they recognized the voice of another
participant. Each participant had to give verbal consent before starting the focus group, which
consisted of five open-ended questions found in Appendix G. I recorded and later transcribed the
virtual focus group. Upon degree completion, I will purge the recording and transcription of the
focus group along with all artifacts, notes, other typed transcripts, and digital recordings of
interviews in accordance with my research protocol approved by the IRB.
Utilizing a focus group offered several benefits for this study. In a holistic sense, Morgan
(1988, 1993) argues that a critical element of focus groups is group participation, which requires
participants to explain opinions and attitudes further, especially when others in the group
challenge them or ask for clarification or justification. Consequently, interactions promoting
discussion and clarification help researchers gain a richer understanding of why individuals hold
the views they do. Similarly, Kitzinger (1994) describes several advantages of focus groups that
would be relevant to this study, such as:
1. Spotlighting consultants’ priorities, attitudes, language, and frames of reference
2. Determining cultural norms
3. Understanding social processes
4. Encouraging deeper conversation about sensitive topics
5. Discussing nuances within the group
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The first element also relates to Creswell and Miller’s (2000) suggestion of using focus groups to
validate emergent themes with other data sources, including individual interviews. As a result,
member checking (Creswell & Miller, 2000) can help reveal important nuances while supporting
interpretations of cultural phenomena. Lastly, in conducting a focus group, it is essential to
remember that discussions among the consultants cannot realistically be generalized to wider
populations (Scott & Morrison, 2007). Instead, conversations will add to our understandings of
the ways certain teachers navigate teaching about race and racism and the effect sociopolitical
context has on their decision making.
Additional Considerations
Although observations can provide a better understanding of social phenomena and their
context, I did not conduct any in this study. On the one hand, I acknowledge that participant
observation offers unique, specific field-based knowledge that other types of data, such as
interviews or focus groups alone, cannot provide. Through immersion in a particular setting,
observations and field notes can generate a certain kind of human knowledge, which “represents
a particular way of framing direct, lived experience: that the ongoing and unfolding intersections
of individual experiential histories generate particular and intersubjective ways of knowing
unique to human encounter, which thus provide unique opportunities for understanding”
(Campbell & Lassiter, 2015, p. 56). On the other hand, I needed to be realistic when
conceptualizing the research design. The main reason for my decision not to conduct
observations was the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic and the surge of the Delta variant across the
world. Many schools during the 2021-2022 school year simply were not allowing outside visitors
on premises. Another reason for this decision was the lack of time and resources I would have
needed to devote to carrying out multiple in-person observations across the state of West
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Virginia. I am a full-time seventh-grade teacher and an adjunct university lecturer. As a part-time
doctoral candidate trying to conduct dissertation research, I had to consider juggling my
obligations feasibly.
DATA ANALYSIS
Meaning and interpretation go hand in hand. Qualitative researchers can only arrive at
meaning after analyzing, categorizing, and assessing all possible interpretations of a cultural
phenomenon, whether the phenomenon is an event, situation, norm, text, or more. We must also
recognize that our constructions of meaning are just constructs of other peoples’ constructs
(Geertz, 1973). To unpack complex meaning in qualitative analysis, the researcher must enter
into a “dance” (Miller & Crabtree, 1999, p. 127) alternating between immersion into the data and
the creation of signifying categories. The “dance” involves three complementary ways of
viewing data. The first is examining the data literally, so it guides interpretation or “leads”
(Miller & Crabtree, 1999, p. 127) the dance. The second is viewing the information reflexively,
which is when researchers assess their own frames of reference when interpreting data. When
using reflection, researchers are aware of their experiences’ and perspectives’ influences on
building understanding. The third is reading data interpretively, or when researchers construct
meaning based on their interpretations of what the texts mean (Check & Schutt, 2012). The
holistic, interlocking modes of analysis serve as a conceptual guide to synthesizing qualitative
data and honoring essential aspects of this research, including critical frameworks, researcher
reflexivity, and the responsibility of accurately representing consultants.
Interpretive analysis is also recursive. From the moment I began interviewing
consultants, I was intrinsically, even though informally, analyzing the data. Informal analysis
may occur during interviews, such as asking clarifying or probing questions to dig deeper into
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consultants’ worldviews, or it may occur after interviews as I jot down reflections of our
conversations. Then, when I transcribed the interviews, I was not only typing consultants’ words
but also naturally thinking about what their words meant, recognizing patterns, and categorizing
information in my head. The informal analyses, as a result, shape subsequent steps in the
research process. Moreover, informal analyses contribute to the emergent design of this study
and ultimately lead to a more complex understanding of educators’ pedagogical decisions when
teaching about race and racism.
I followed the steps of interpretive analysis after each stage in the research process
(Denzin, 1996). Once I transcribed the first set of interviews and reviewed my notes recorded in
my research log and journal, I first “Read the data for a sense of the whole” (Hatch, 2002, p.
181). To examine data for broad themes, I re-read the first data set multiple times to become
familiar with it. The process of familiarization, or data immersion, allowed me to contextualize
the initial set of data and begin to identify recurring concepts (Bloor & Wood, 2006). Then, I
continued to re-read and re-examine the data set and identify additional impressions of the set as
a whole. The purpose of the above steps was to recognize words, phrases, events, behavior
patterns, ways of thinking, or repeating concepts that stand out (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). After
the second round of interviews, as well as the focus group, I continued to read data sets for a
sense of the whole and identify markers that either matched or deviated from previous
impressions.
The next stage of formal data analysis was coding the data set. After recognizing patterns
within the data, I designed a system of coding by hand with broad categories (Bogdan & Biklen,
2007; Saldaña, 2021). I anticipated that some broad categories would most likely be similar to
Bogdan and Biklen’s (2007) families of codes, such as context codes, situation codes,
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perspective codes, strategy codes, social structure codes, and narrative codes, because I was
examining educators’ pedagogical decisions when teaching about race and racism and the
contexts influencing their decisions. During the interviews, consultants discussed what, why, and
how they thought about teaching race and racism. They also referred to situations in the
classroom and discussed how context impacts their teaching style. As a result, I recognized that
context could be within educators’ classrooms, schools, state, or country, depending on
sociopolitical and cultural influencers within West Virginia and the United States.
Other patterns could have also emerged in the individual interviews, artifact analysis, and
focus group interview that would have been more specific for this study. I followed the steps of
reading and re-reading the data set, generating first impressions, and coding key patterns after
collecting each new data set, including artifacts and documents, the round-two interviews, and
the focus group interview (Saldaña, 2021). To tabulate and record the coding categories, I typed
an index as I collected data and added to it as I continued reviewing and analyzing the data
(Miller, 2020; University of Chicago Press, 2010). Indexing kept coding categories and
subcategories organized and allowed me to add new codes reflecting nuances in the data (Bloor
& Wood, 2006). After coding and recoding the data sets (Saldaña, 2021), I then refined the
coded categories and identified key themes (Braun & Clark, 2006). Based on the identified
themes, I next described and logically organized my findings based on participants’ interviews.
In Chapters 4, 5, and 6, described the data and moved forward to the purpose of this research:
unpacking teachers’ thinking processes, interpreting the impact of sociopolitical contexts, and
constructing meaning (Denzin, 1996).
Throughout the interpretive analysis process, I utilized the three frameworks of critical
race theory, critical whiteness studies, and critical regionalism to inform, but not control, my data

112

analysis. Esposito and Evans-Winters (2021) suggest critical, complementary frameworks, such
as critical race theory and critical whiteness studies, can be valuable tools in analysis. On one
level, the three theories help researchers recognize how systems of oppression in their many
forms shape almost every aspect of our lives. For example, researchers engaging all three
frameworks should code important concepts and stories outside the dominant narrative. They
should also code peoples’ identities and how overlapping identities privilege and oppress
individuals simultaneously. By coding the intersectional (Collins, 1990; Crenshaw, 1991) nature
of identity, researchers can also examine how those identities form a matrix of dominance and,
conversely, begin to identify ways of dismantling our societal power structures. On another level,
the frameworks give researchers the ability to acknowledge the messy context in which peoples’
lives and experiences are situated, “And, by messy context, we mean the specific historical,
cultural, political, economic, and social moments undergirding peoples’ decisions, outcomes, and
processes” (Esposito & Evans-Winters, 2021, p. 137). The messy contexts of peoples’
experiences can also be framed by critical regionalism, especially in Appalachia, where outside
entities have so much influence on the political economy, and yet a particularly independent and
self-reliant group of people try to maintain their autonomy and agency at all costs. As a result,
intersectionality as a method of analysis can help synthesize the theoretical frameworks
underpinning this study with the coding processes to reveal important themes in the data. Using
intersectionality (Collins, 1990; Crenshaw, 1991) as a lens allows this study’s data analysis to be
culturally situated and encourages a critical examination of how knowledge is created within
contexts. The analysis process should include continual reflection of the coding categories and
theoretical frameworks to find themes across the data (Esposito & Evans-Winters, 2021).
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Another component of the analysis process is researcher reflexivity since “Themes do not
simply emerge from some liminal space. We, as researchers and data analysts, construct themes
out of our relationships to the data and to our thoughts/reflections about the data” (Esposito &
Evans-Winters, 2021, p. 109). As a result, I engaged in data analysis and interpretation
recursively and reflectively throughout the research process, making connections between
theoretical frameworks and, most importantly, consultants’ perspectives. Moreover, I had to
critically examine my own identities, perceptions, and framing throughout the research
process—especially when I coded data sets—because I recognized that my point of view would
influence how I interpreted data and identified themes. One of my most important goals as a
researcher is to honor consultants’ words and intentions to the best of my ability, but
ethnography is inherently subjective, so I also had consultants review their contributions to this
study before the dissertation defense to ensure that I represented them accurately.
SUMMARY
This qualitative study engages collaborative ethnography, educational ethnography, and
critical education ethnography as guiding methodologies. Consequently, I utilized two semistructured interviews, artifact analysis, and a focus group interview to examine the pedagogical
decisions of eight social studies educators in West Virginia when teaching about race and racism.
After collecting the data sets, I analyzed data using the recursive and reflexive process of
interpretive analysis. The three complementary frameworks of critical race theory, critical
whiteness studies, and critical regionalism informed, but not controlled, the interpretation of the
data. The data analysis revealed the thought processes of social studies teachers in West Virginia,
the influence of sociopolitical contexts within West Virginia and the United States, and
ultimately the pedagogical decisions they made when teaching about race and racism. In Chapter

114

4, I introduce each consultant with a brief profile. Then in Chapter 5, I discuss each consultant’s
sociopolitical context and then examine how those contexts impacted their thinking processes
when molding racial justice pedagogy. This chapter directly addresses Research Question 3:
How do eight social studies educators in West Virginia navigate the process of creating a more
racially just pedagogy all the while contending with the sociopolitical context within
contemporary Appalachia and the United States? Consultants’ sociopolitical contexts and
pedagogical considerations help frame Chapter 6, which discusses consultants’ pedagogical
goals and approaches. This chapter continues the presentation of findings and directly addresses
Research Question 1: How do eight social studies educators in West Virginia teach about race
and racism? It also addressed Research Question 2: What are the eight educators’ thinking
processes as they make pedagogical decisions concerning the topics of race and racism? Finally,
in Chapter 7, I interpret the emergent themes discussed in Chapters 5 and 6.
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CHAPTER 4: EDUCATOR PROFILES
In this qualitative study, I explore the pedagogical decisions of eight social studies
teachers in West Virginia and the ways they navigate sociopolitical contexts when teaching
about race and racism. By working with teacher consultants, I wanted to better understand how
social studies teachers approach teaching race and racism and the decisions they make when
choosing certain texts and implementing instructional strategies. I also wanted to understand how
their specific contexts shape, influence, reflect, or inform pedagogical decisions. By examining
how social studies teachers in the otherwise overlooked and othered region of Appalachia teach
about race and racism, this project can add nuance to the national conversation about racial
justice pedagogy and reveal just how relevant and necessary critical pedagogy is to social studies
education across the country.
In Chapter 4, I first introduce all eight consultants by identifying the programmatic level
and courses they teach. I also give a brief overview of each consultant’s individual teaching
context. Because collaboration is an integral part of this study, I employ elements of
ethnographic writing, so consultants’ own words shape our understandings of their unique yet
ultimately interconnected contexts, which in turn affects their pedagogical decisions.5 Given the
limitations of dissertation research, I cannot fully engage in ethnographic writing since
consultants cannot help to write the dissertation, but I purposefully include quotations6 from
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In this dissertation, I agree with Werner’s (1998) stance that ethnographers have an ethical obligation to recognize
consultants as experts in their field and give them credit for their thoughts, ideas, and information. He argues, “Our
consultants deserve the same credit we afford our colleagues…Claiming authorship of material that we collected and
perhaps translated and edited is plagiarism” (Werner, 1998, p. 29). Thus, consultants are included in this
dissertation’s reference list, and all in-text citations for consultants follow the same format for authors of original
works rather than follow the American Psychological Association’s (APA, 2019) guidelines for personal
communication.
6
In Chapters 4, 5, and 6, I adopt other ethnographers’ (Lassiter, Hoey, & Campbell, 2020) stylistic choice to set all
quotations from interviews in dialogue throughout the main text, no matter how long, rather than offsetting text in
block quotes as the APA (2019) recommends. In The Chicago Guide to Collaborative Ethnography, Lassiter (2005)
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interviews so I may write with consultants’ words rather than write about them (Campbell &
Lassiter, 2015). Narrative text representation (Holley & Colyar, 2009) is important because I
recognize I am also an English language arts and social studies teacher in West Virginia. Still, I
am not and should not be the only authority on the subject. Later, in Chapter 5, I use consultants’
words to build their constructions and reconstructions of simultaneously unique, linked, and
complex teaching contexts. Then, in Chapter 6, the same constructions and reconstructions of
sociopolitical contexts frame discussions of consultants’ pedagogical thinking processes and
decisions.
Intentionally centering consultants’ words, however, does not equate with amplifying
racial counternarratives (Milner, 2008; Yosso, 2002). I must be clear that I am a white teacher
and doctoral candidate employing critical race theory, critical whiteness studies, and critical
regionalism in this study. All but one of the consultants identified as white. Moreover, all
consultants teach social studies in predominantly white schools in a state where 93.5% of people
identify as white (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020). All the same, Appalachia has been historically
othered by various entities and for different purposes; however, I am not suggesting we,
consultants and myself included, embody the same identities, nor do we experience systems of
oppression in the same way. Instead, consultants name their own reality because much of what
we consider reality is socially constructed and constantly changing (Delgado, 1989). The purpose
of using narrative text representation is to ensure consultants are leading the worldbuilding of
their current sociopolitical contexts and authentically explaining their pedagogical thinking
processes while I, as a researcher, enter into that meaning making as a participant.

explains how we quote consultants is not just a stylistic choice, but really an ethical imperative: “however we use
quotations, we must always treat those whom we quote with respect, making sure that we understand the quotations
of our subjects and represent them with care” (p. 128).
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HARRIET
I have known Harriet for many years, and I was not surprised when she started our first
interview by explaining that she currently teaches in the same classroom where she took
American history in high school. Harriet hails from a small, rural community with strong familial
ties, so it made sense that she returned to her alma mater and has taught social studies there for
the past 19 years. To use Harriet’s words, her high school is located in an isolated part of the
state, and the nearest cities are Columbus and Cincinnati, a few hours’ drive away on a four-lane
road. The community’s population is virtually all white with very few people of color, and the
student population of her high school, about 8007 students, reflects the same demographics, with
no students identifying as Black, Indigenous, Hispanic, Asian, or multiracial.8 Also, roughly 40%
of the 800 students qualify for free and reduced lunch. While many people live and work within
the community, some commute to their jobs in larger cities nearby. Throughout the area, a few
small towns dot the landscape where the schools are located, but most people living in those
small towns are “from there, and their parents are from there, and their grandparents are from
there” (Harriet, 2021). Their parents likely graduated from the same high school where Harriet
teaches, so she knows most of her students and their families. In Harriet’s terms, it is a
homogenous community. And it is very insular.

7

All school statistics in Chapter 4 and Appendix H are approximations to provide context but also maintain
confidentiality. Data were retrieved from the West Virginia Department of Education for the 2021-2022 school year.
8
I chose to use the term multiracial instead of mixed-race for several reasons. The debate about both terms has
occurred in public (Donnella, 2016) as well as academic (Daniel, 2011) realms for the last few decades. Although
the term mixed has been reclaimed by people of color, historically, mixed was an imposed label rooted in Western
colonialism and white domination. Additionally, mixed connotes being “confused” or “mixed up,” which is not the
case for people who claim this identity (Daniel, 2011, p. 5). Because I am a white graduate student and educator, I
do not feel comfortable using a reclaimed word of a community systemically and historically marginalized. Instead,
I adopt Hall’s (1980) language of multiracial as an umbrella term to describe both groups and individuals who
identify as being of two or more races.
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During our first-round interview, Harriet (2021), who identified as a white woman,
explained, “I understand these people. I was also raised in an evangelical household. I
understand the mindset because this was the mindset that I was raised in. You’re not allowed to
challenge anything in that environment because if you do challenge it, the response will be that
you’re going to hell. What happens is when you teach people to think for themselves, then they
start to question the system, and so then you have people like me who constantly thought for
herself and questioned what she was told. When you start thinking on your own, then you cause
problems and eventually leave, so that’s not what they want. They want people to stay in those
pews, and they want everyone to fall in line, so you keep doing the same thing. I live in a very
Protestant community. There’s a few Methodists, but many people attend Evangelical and
Pentecostal churches. That’s one of the reasons I can teach here and not have the political
leanings of the majority of the people who live here. I understand where they’re coming from,
and so I take all of that into consideration. When I teach about race and racism, I have to know
my audience.”
To add context to her local community in our second interview, Harriet (2022a) described
how her family’s mindset affected her desire to think differently than many people in her
community. “I know my family history. I know that my grandma and grandpa were racist. And, I
also know that mom from a very early age said, ‘I will do better, and I will not do what my
parents do.’ I love my grandparents to death, but knowing that they voted for George Wallace in
1968 makes me want to vomit. I take this as my mission. It’s not like I came from some ‘woke’
family, but at some point, you have to say it stops with me. Thankfully, my mom said that it
stopped with her, so she was a real touchstone for me, and I’ve just taken off with it even more
so” (Harriet, 2022a).
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Harriet admitted she is not like most people who live within her community. She credited
her various educational experiences for fostering her inclusive beliefs. Harriet (2021) explained,
“I have friends all over the country. I like to go outside of town and travel outside of the state. I
have lots of friends from varying backgrounds. I also went away to a small liberal arts college,
and so a lot of people stayed here if they didn’t go to college. If they did go to college, they
stayed here and commuted to the nearby community college, so their educational experiences
were very different than my educational experiences. It makes a big difference in background
and perspective.” After she became a teacher, Harriet also sought out numerous professional
development experiences and continues to grow as an educator. Learning about America’s
complicated past and present is her passion, and sharing the reality of American history is her
ultimate goal.
Harriet’s knowledge of her community, coupled with her educational background, gave
her the confidence to confront complex topics, like race and racism, in her classroom. During the
2021-2022 school year, Harriet taught tenth, eleventh, and twelfth-grade social studies. In a
typical year, she has four to five sections of tenth grade, which is early American history. The
tenth grade early American history curriculum has embedded content concerning race and racism
and weaves in historically marginalized narratives, including the narratives of Africans, Black
Americans, and Indigenous peoples. She was also able to focus on the role of women during
each historical period and discuss women’s experiences as they intersect with race or ethnic
identities.
Additionally, Harriet had two sections for each semester of a dual-enrollment West
Virginia history class. In 2021-2022, Harriet chose to change how she taught the class and began
with modern West Virginia and current issues to give students relevant context and then worked
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backward in history. Because the West Virginia history class uses a textbook over thirty years
old, Harriet regularly pulled primary and secondary sources to use as instructional materials, and
she had more freedom to develop the curriculum as long as it met the course objectives for dualcredit status. Her twelfth-grade state and local politics course was also a dual enrollment class,
with two sections, one for each semester. She also did not use a textbook for this course and
instead collected instructional resources to meet the dual-credit course objectives. Most of the
students in her state and local politics course had been with her as tenth and eleventh graders, so
Harriet taught many of them for three years in a row.
BOB
Driving down the road to work each day, Bob passes three Confederate flags flying high
over houses directly across the street from his high school. Bob, who identified as a white man,
teaches in a predominantly white and rural area. In our first interview, he emphasized, “I can
probably count the students of color [in the whole high school] on maybe two hands” (2021).
And, he is not wrong. Of the approximate 750 students at his high school, less than 1% identify
as Black or multiracial. No students identify as Indigenous, Hispanic, or Asian. Additionally,
most family members of students have graduated high school, but some do not have a diploma or
have not passed the Graduate Record Examination. Nearly half the students at his high school
qualify for free and reduced lunch, which also reflects the poverty level in his community.
After switching careers later in life, Bob started teaching in the special education
department eight years ago but then transferred to the social studies department three years later.
Bob’s high school has block scheduling, so he usually teaches three different social studies
courses each semester. During the fall of 2021, he taught Advanced Placement (AP) Human
Geography, with sophomores, AP Government, and a semester-long civics course. Both the AP
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Government and civics classes had seniors. During the spring of 2022, he taught the second half
of AP Human Geography and AP Government and a semester of United States studies, which
includes early American history. In all his courses, Bob adopted the Modern Classrooms Project
(MCP) curriculum, a student-centered model that allows for instructional flexibility (MCP,
2022).
Using the MCP model, Bob created a series of videos to replace lectures, and the video
series served as the core of his instruction. He then uploaded the videos to his school’s learning
platform, allowing students to access them before class or review them as needed. Because this
new model also allowed students to advance at their own pace, it provided equitable
opportunities for students to receive direct instruction, even if students were chronically absent.
During class periods, Bob had more time to provide targeted support based on students’ needs,
address gaps in knowledge, and give students time to complete reading or writing assignments
when they had access to their teacher. Implementing the MCP model was not a direct result of
COVID-19 pandemic teaching. Nonetheless, Bob was already making instructional videos and
needed a way to address the “rampant absenteeism,” as he describes it, at his school. One
significant benefit of the MCP model was that Bob could provide quality instruction, including
the history of racism in the United States, to students who were behind. Consequently, all
students had an equitable opportunity to learn vital yet complicated topics in their social studies
classes.
The 2021-2022 school year was challenging for many teachers (Meckler, 2022a),
including Bob. In the follow-up interview, he observed, “It’s been a weird year, Allyson. One of
the things that I have come to terms with this year, which probably has more to do with where I
teach than anything else, is that I am there for my students. I sent my coworker a text at the
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beginning of Christmas break, and I told her I’m coming to the realization that what I teach
doesn’t matter, it’s just that I show up. It’s really good to have a message. It’s good to have a
subject that benefits students, but the most important thing I can do at that school is be a reliable
adult who shows up. And one who develops relationships with those kids that they can trust. I’m
less concerned than I’ve ever been about whether or not they’re going to remember that the
Battle of Antietam was important or that Thomas Pain wrote Common Sense. I am much more
concerned about providing a safe space for students with an adult who cares. The MCP model I
use helps me to facilitate that because when a student misses and doesn’t understand a subject, I
can talk to him and say, ‘Listen, man, you need to study this again.’ And we have a one-on-one
conversation about the subject matter. It’s not just me standing in front of the classroom
lecturing. We’re going to talk about whatever the issue is. It’s really changed my approach here
in the last two months significantly” (Bob, 2022a).
The ongoing opioid epidemic (Jamison, 2021; West Virginia Department of Health and
Human Resources, 2022; Willingham, 2022b) has also ravaged Bob’s community. “It’s draining.
I’ll be honest. It’s tough. I wake up at night worrying about some of these kids. I didn’t used to
do that, but I’m sort of seeing the horrible underbelly of some of the circumstances that they live
in, and it just helps me understand why some of them just don’t care. Students’ perspectives on
snow days are so different than it used to be. Some students think snow days are terrible because
it means that they had to stay home, and they didn’t want to stay home. They wanted to come to
school. The pure devastation wrought on their families by the opioid epidemic was just stunning.
One student was worried about calling an ambulance, knowing that was going to be the call that
meant they weren’t going to be able to live with their mother anymore. Knowing when they
made the call that was going to be the call that ended the whole situation for them, for better or
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worse. Another student worried about being taken away from parents. Another worried about
finding a family member in the hallways with needles stuck in their arms. They don’t know
where they’re going to eat, or they don’t know where they’re going to sleep, or they don’t know
if they’re safe when they go home at night. And why should I care about Thomas Jefferson?”
(Bob, 2022a).
“My students’ stories really inform this discussion because those guys [elected
representatives] in Charleston [the state capital] have no idea what the real issues are where I
teach. The issues are much larger… So frankly, I don’t care what those people pass [during the
legislative session] in Charleston. I don’t care. I’m going to teach my social studies classes. I’m
going to teach history because it happened, and you can’t argue with the facts. You can’t argue
with primary source documents and photographs. I’m just going to keep teaching it no matter
what they throw at me, and I welcome the challenge. I can’t wait until the day that some parent
challenges the teaching that I do, which they can access all the video instruction I’ve uploaded.
They can look at it, and if they take issue with it, I welcome the challenge because it doesn’t
scare me” (Bob, 2022a).
ROSIE
Like Harriet, Rosie also teaches at the same high school she attended as a teenager.
Rosie, however, identified as an Asian American woman and has a vastly different experience
growing up in her community and teaching social studies in that same community as an adult.
Many years ago, Rosie’s father was sponsored by a local reverend and came to West Virginia
from Pakistan in hopes of one day becoming a reverend himself. After settling in the area,
Rosie’s father married her mother, who is white.
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Rosie was in high school during the time of the terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001.
Because her father is Middle Eastern, she experienced a great deal of prejudice from fellow
students at the time. A few days after the terrorist attacks, one of Rosie’s peers was “joking
around” and said, “Osama bin Laden is Rosie’s uncle,” during class (Rosie, 2021). Later that
day, the high school counselor called Rosie and her siblings into the counselor’s office and began
questioning the adolescents about some reported connection between their family and Osama bin
Laden. The counselor continued to reiterate that their father was from the Middle East, and the
counselor needed to know if there was any connection. Eventually, Rosie was able to call her
mother, who came to pick up Rosie and her siblings. She was in utter shock and could barely
function the rest of the day.
This specific event in high school greatly influenced Rosie, so much so that it is one of
the reasons she is a social studies teacher today. Each year when she and her students discuss the
September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks, Rosie (2021) shares her story with them and explains, “No
one saw the rise of Asian American hate like Asian American people or people perceived to be
Muslim.” From there, she and her students discuss stereotypes and how stereotypes can lead to
prejudice. She revisits the topics of stereotypes, prejudice, and discrimination at least once a
month and makes sure to fit that into her curriculum. Rosie believes conversations about racial
identity and race-based discrimination are more critical now than ever because students continue
to make jokes, just like her peers did over twenty years ago. “It used to happen with my
freshmen more often because they thought it was OK to be funny by using slurs or just
derogatory comments toward another student. They would just say they were making a joke, but
I feel like it’s happening more in my senior classes now. I worry because they are 17 and 18
years old going out into the world” (Rosie, 2021).
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Rosie has been teaching at her alma mater for the last seven years and has noticed a
deepening divide between people in the community that has influenced the culture of her high
school. Of the approximate 700 students, less than 1% of students identify as Black or
multiracial. None identify as Indigenous, Hispanic, or Asian, and roughly 35% of students
qualify for free and reduced lunch. Rosie (2021) observed, “The distance that students feel
towards one another has grown, and I know the pandemic has a lot to do with that, but I also
think our political climate has brought out just some negative things from our faculty as well as
our students. I think they believe more things are socially acceptable to say when they’re
thinking them than they ever would have in the past. I used to blame it on the political climate
because our leaders are using language like this, so I see it as a trickle-down effect. But, I’m
going to now blame it on the media instead.”
“I’ve even noticed in parent-teacher conferences some of the things my parents and
families say to me, and I’m just shocked about it. Just a few school years ago during the
upcoming presidential elections, two parents came for a conference and saw a picture of the
Republican and Democratic candidates on my wall. In my civics class, we had been following
both races and marking off candidates as they dropped out. One parent pointed to the Democratic
candidates and said, ‘Wouldn’t it be a shame if they all died.’ I was dumbfounded. It was just
like the language my students use, so I guess I shouldn’t be surprised, but these are adults. I now
know why the students are saying that” (Rosie, 2021).
Rosie had also noticed prejudice against the LGBTQ+ community at her high school. In
the past, “students wanted to have a Pride Alliance Club, not just for students that are members
of the LGBTQ+ community, but anyone who wanted to join to learn more. [My high school] has
clubs during school one day of the week. There was pushback from it, and the students were
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upset, saying that the school has a Fellowship of Christian Athletes Club. In addition to being
denied a Pride Alliance Club, we were also denied a Social Justice Club because it caused too
much controversy. I thought it would have been a great opportunity to allow kids that were upset
about things to meet and discuss ways to address them civilly. But that was denied [by the
administration] (Rosie, 2021).
Some days during the 2021-2022 school year, Rosie felt defeated by the students’
derogatory language, which she believed they parrot back from families, lawmakers, and the
media. She also was discouraged when students repeatedly denied that discrimination in its many
forms is not only a bad thing—but that it even exists. “I wish I was a math teacher. I have looked
for other jobs this year. It was already tough last year, and I feel like it’s only getting worse. It’s
just the attitudes are even worse. I feel terrible because I don’t want to be a part of this mass
exodus of teachers, but when I’m having a bad day, that’s what makes me feel better. It’s filling
out a job application. I’ve even applied for jobs in higher education, which is so sad because I
really do love my job, and I just know if it continues like this…” (Rosie, 2021). She then trailed
off in our interview and remained silent and pensive for a moment.
Other days, however, Rosie reminded herself of why she keeps going and why her job is
so important. During the 2021-2022 school year, she taught ninth-grade world history, an honors
course for first-year students, twelfth-grade civics, and one twelfth-grade dual-credit government
and economics class. She explained, “I feel like we have to address people’s prejudices now.
Maybe it’s acceptable for my students to use derogatory language at home, but it is definitely not
acceptable to say in my classroom. On day one, I always let my students know this is a
welcoming environment. If you are infringing upon the rights of anyone else or making them
uncomfortable, we’re going to have to address it. I let them know that I am not trying to share
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my beliefs with them, but I’m here to make sure everyone has ample opportunity to learn in a
safe environment. My main hope is that students understand we are all different people. We all
come from different cultures. We have all these differences, and we need to live amongst one
another. So why not embrace it?” (Rosie, 2021).
DAVID
Although David grew up in a more populated area of West Virginia, he has taught in a
rural West Virginia county for seven years. Before school consolidation, David first started
teaching at a small middle school in a more isolated part of an already rural county. The
environment at his first school was vastly different because it had only 13 teachers and
approximately 200 students. Also, the school was very old, so David (2021) “really felt the
socioeconomic differences of that school compared to schools in other places in the state and
especially the system that I grew up in West Virginia. You could tell that there was definitely a
true disparity between the two places. The kids knew that the area was poor, and they’re still
aware of it.” Even now, at the larger, consolidated elementary middle school he transferred to,
“They still are very conscious of class differences compared to students in other parts of the
state” (David, 2021). The consolidated elementary middle school has approximately 700
students, with half of the students qualifying for free and reduced lunch. Less than 1% of
students identify as Black, Hispanic, Asian, or multiracial. Also, the broader community is very
impoverished, with the median household income anywhere between $25,000 to $29,000 per
year, according to David (2021).
Despite the lack of diversity, several students in David’s rural community have unique
identities. He noted, “Two of the Black students we have come from same-sex households. One
student has two male parents, and the other student has two female parents. It’s just by chance
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that the kids with a unique home environment are also in the racial minority, even more so
because they are some of the only students of color that we have in our school. In the seven years
I have taught, we’ve had no more than ten Black students in my school at one time. We have
only had a few students of Asian descent, and they are typically Filipino or Samoan American.
I’ve never had a student from China or Japan. I say this because we’ve talked about how students
react to Asian students, which is even sometimes more startling than how some of the students
react to Black students. I’ve also only had a couple of Hispanic students in the past, but none
right now” (David, 2021).
“I will add that we have a large number of trans and gender nonbinary students. The
school has been pretty open and accepting of that. We had a student four years ago that kind of
broke the mold, and I do believe that students are existing in a [supportive middle school] bubble
where teachers are referring to the student using the pronouns and gender of their choice. And
we’re making sure that they had a bathroom experience that was safe, and we’ve not had to get
involved with some sort of drama or having the student singled out. I feel like we’re in a school
of fighters. People will fight for people that feel marginalized or shortened from opportunity. We
have had trans students on the cheer team. We have had trans students on sports teams, and I
don’t think that is common for most schools in the area I teach in” (David, 2021).
Even for a rural, homogenous school, the middle-level teachers at his school seem
supportive of all its students. David hypothesized that the middle school faculty might be so
inclusive because most teachers are from younger generations. On the middle school side of
David’s consolidated elementary middle school, “the median age is anywhere between 28 and
32. The oldest teacher we have is 51, and there are few other teachers in their 40s. I’d say the
closest to her is 39, so our staff is pretty young. It’s been that way mostly since I’ve started.
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Every year since I was hired, our staff gets younger and younger. I used to be one of the younger
teachers, but now I am no longer one of the younger teachers. Now, I’m in the median. I think
that is important to know when we’re talking about how we deal with situations involving trans
and gender nonbinary students. My administrators are also in their 30s, so it’s important to know
because I think that’s how I can approach topics dealing with gender and sexuality…One teacher
also hung pride flags and flags with different colored hands coming together in unity in their
classroom. Some parents complained about the flags, but that didn’t stop us from treating
students with respect and dignity. Even the staff members who may lean in a different political
direction are still very nurturing and caring and open to students. Everyone is normally pretty
good about putting the students’ interests first over their own feelings and politics” (David,
2021).
In the last seven years, David has taught sixth-grade social studies, seventh-grade social
studies, and math. In 2016, he taught seventh-grade social studies, which is world history. Then,
for the next three school years, he taught math, a certification he added after graduating with a
master’s degree in education. During those three years, he was “witnessing all this [inequality]
going on around me, but it wasn’t part of my content. I can’t teach it, so in math, I tried to make
sure that when I was using word problems with names of different ethnic descent that they were
pronounced properly. If the students had questions or if the students giggled at a name, we talked
about the name’s cultural origin. I also made sure not to use any word problems that were racist.
I really started paying attention to the way I word things. I would ask myself, ‘What is the best
way to word this? How am I teaching? How am I talking about race? How am I singling out
anyone of a different race than white students in my classroom?’” (David, 2021).
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After a few years of teaching math, David’s administration finally gave him social studies
again, and he began teaching sixth-grade United State history, which is World War I to the
present. David, who identified as a white man, explained, “When I teach about racism, it’s a lot
about teaching discrimination. I think it’s a lot of trying to put it into context that these poor
[impoverished], white students can understand, so a lot of that is discrimination, especially
gender and class because they can relate to that more so than race-based discrimination. Students
don’t understand why someone would be racist, or they don’t want to acknowledge that their
own family is racist. For me, it’s a lot of trying to just get them to think in different contexts than
just the one outlook they came from” (David, 2021).
SUSAN
Susan is also a middle school teacher in a small, rural town. Most people in the
community, Susan included, identify as white, although a few Black families do live in an old
coal camp up the hill from the school. The town also has a mixture of social classes, which is
reflected by the nearly 40% of students qualifying for free and reduced lunch at the elementary
middle school. Currently, the school’s population is over 350, yet no students identify as Black,
Indigenous, Asian, or Hispanic. Susan has taught at the elementary middle school for seven
years, and during that time, she has only had six or seven students of color. During the 20212022 school year, Susan taught eighth-grade English language arts and social studies, which is
specifically West Virginia studies.
Much to Susan’s dismay, there is little diversity or representation in the current West
Virginia studies textbook, and it includes few instances of voices that have been historically
marginalized throughout the state’s history (Wood, 2019). In 2019, it was the only eighth-grade
social studies textbook submitted to the West Virginia Department of Education (WVDE) for
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state adoption. While the author made some updates, it has been the same edition since 1998.
The publishers changed some sentence wording and added pictures and information about the
2018 teacher’s strike in the government section. They also included additional details about
Katherine Johnson and Martin Delany. As a result, Susan had to pull resources from the West
Virginia Division of Culture or the West Virginia Public Broadcasting websites. She also
explained that the online West Virginia Encyclopedia recently updated its website, so they had
more recent information about West Virginia people and events. Susan, however, was often
forced to create most of what she used in the classroom since there is a dearth of resources on
websites like YouTube or Teachers Pay Teachers.
In the last couple of years, Susan has moved away from teaching West Virginia history
chronologically. Last year, she taught thematically because she wanted to see if she could teach
all her content standards by mid-March, usually when all eighth-grade students in West Virginia
take the Golden Horseshoe test. Since 1931, the state has administered the Golden Horseshoe
Test to promote the study of state history and, accordingly, pride for West Virginia. The highestscoring students from each county go to Charleston in May to receive their awards, and they are
inducted as “knights” into the Golden Horseshoe Society (WVDE, 2022). According to
prestigious author and historian Henry Louis Gates (1994), who grew up in Keiser, West
Virginia, “a Golden Horseshoe is the Nobel Prize of eighth graders in West Virginia. Your entire
education has prepared you for this competition. Four winners per county. Meeting the governor.
Fame. Glory” (p. 98). Gates earned a Golden Horseshoe in eighth grade, but his older brother
lost the Golden Horseshoe a few years prior because the committee would not allow a Black
family to stay in any of the segregated hotels of Charleston, the state’s capital.
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Ironically, the purpose of the Golden Horseshoe is to promote the study of state history,
yet the state’s adopted textbook (Wood, 2019) does not include diverse voices also central to
understanding the complexities of West Virginia’s past and present. Furthermore, state standards,
like “Students develop empathy for citizens worldwide as they demonstrate connections and
loyalty to homeland” (WVDE, 2016), do not address the larger issue that all students, not just
those who are white, Protestant, and Anglo-Saxon, should see themselves in their learning
(Busey & Russell, 2016; Osborne, 2022).
During the 2021-2022 school year, Susan chose to teach regionally rather than
thematically because she could not fit in all the content standards she needed to before students
took the Golden Horseshoe test the previous year. Teaching thematically and regionally has
allowed her to make broader connections to United States and world history because West
Virginia is not a uniquely insular place. Instead, it is connected to much broader social, political,
and economic forces in the United States, despite retaining cultural identity and regional agency
(Smith, 2018). From Susan’s (2021) perspective, “To some teachers, my planning process would
seem very strange with what I try to do. I try to make as many connections as I possibly can. In
choosing to structure my curriculum regionally, I’ve been trying to connect concepts back to
what we’ve already talked about. I’m reteaching things constantly. And I will be able to do that
with several historical time periods where I will be able to teach students concepts three or four
times to really be able to cement that. And if I can connect it to a current event, I probably will
because I do like to tell them the whole story. A lot of the time, I don’t just give them West
Virginia’s story. I give them the United States’ story, too. I give them other parts of the world
because they need that. I think in that way students will understand, and I think that will help
them to realize how big of an issue racism is.”
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JOHN
John has been teaching for four years, and in those four years, he has taught American
studies, world studies, contemporary studies, and civics. During the 2021-2022 school year, he
taught sociology and AP Psychology, two elective courses for high school juniors and seniors.
Both courses have adopted textbooks, one from Holt McDougal and a newer one from Pearson,
which John used for some of his sociology material. More often, he mainly pulled materials from
different resources. At John’s high school, there are approximately 1,300 students, with roughly
10% of students identifying as Black, Hispanic, or multiracial, and no students identifying as
Indigenous or Asian. Unlike the other school profiles in this study, only a quarter of John’s high
school students qualify for free and reduced lunch.
Since many of John’s students in 2021-2022 were active on social media, they seemed
very socially aware. John (2021), who identified as a white man, explained, “Despite the fact that
most of my students are white, they know racism is wrong and understand it’s still around, and
they want to end it. I have even had students in the past talk about social activism. They want to
take actions against racism. I do have some activists in my class.” John’s students were mostly
juniors and seniors, so they were respectful in class, especially during discussions. Even in
John’s sections of credit recovery, which provided opportunities for students who have failed
classes, his students were respectful. Although John did not teach about race or racism in credit
recovery classes since the coursework is self-paced, he had not heard any of his students say
insensitive comments or use derogatory language. John also explained that he had white students
whom most people would stereotype as racist because they may be conservative. Still, during
class discussions, these same students seemed to understand and analyze the historical and
cultural roots of racism. They also vocally condemned racism during class conversations.
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Some of John’s students seemed more aware of racism and its effects. In one assignment,
for example, John asked students to reflect upon an event that made them change the way they
view society. One of his students is multiracial, as some of his family members are Hispanic
while others are Black. In his assignment, the student recounted the story of the first time he
experienced racism. When the student was in seventh grade, he and his family went on vacation
to Myrtle Beach, South Carolina, and one evening they went to a restaurant for dinner. The
family was waiting for a table, and as they were waiting, they saw the hostess seat two other
white families, even though they had arrived after the student and his family. At that moment,
the student realized the world does not always look at race equally. For John (2022), “His story
made me realize my students already have an understanding of race and racism. Many already
have thoughts and feelings on these issues.”
John’s school, however, was not immune to racist acts. At the end of September 2021, a
group of white students donned Trump flags as capes and then wrote the N-word9 on the bottom
of their shoes, so other students could see the racial slur as they stomped through the hallways.
Around the same time, the group of students also drew images of negative racial stereotypes and
stuck them on the walls around the school. John’s administration took both events very seriously.
He distinctly remembered that on the same day the pictures were found, his principal went over

9

For hundreds of years, the racial slur in reference has been used in conjunction with white supremacist acts of
brutality and violence (Kennedy, 2002). In recent decades, the Black community has reclaimed the slur, so now the
word and its many variants have become a part of pop culture and have served as a rhetorical device for communitybuilding among Black people (Bates, Demby, Thomad, Donnella, 2022). Even though the word has been used in
antiracist contexts by people of color, white supremacy is still a reality. Similarly, the N-word continues to be used a
racial slur alongside relentless acts of violence against people of color. Because I am a white graduate student and
educator interviewing nearly all white consultants who also teach in predominantly white communities in which
white students are using the slur, I will be using the term N-word out of respect to the Black community. It is not my
word. As Ta-Nehisi Coates (2013) states, “there will always be places [white people] can never go” (para. 11).
Furthermore, all consultants in this study vocalized the phrase “N-word” rather than the racial slur in their
interviews, so this stylistic choice also honors consultants’ authentic language.
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the intercom and said the actions were absolutely unacceptable. The principal said, “We know
who did this, and we won’t tolerate it in any way, shape, or form” (John, 2021). The group of
students was heavily disciplined, and the ones who wrote the N-word on their shoes were
suspended. John had heard a rumor that the students’ parents would find attorneys and fight the
suspension arguing the school was stifling free speech, but that never came to fruition.
The only negative comments John heard in his classroom usually stemmed from jokes
and were often based on ignorance. He recounted, “Last year, one Latino student was talking to
another Latino student as they were helping me to wipe off the desks at the end of class. The one
student began rubbing the other student’s arm joking, ‘I’m going to rub the color off of you.’
These students were joking around with each other, but that gave me the opportunity to say
there’s actually old soap advertisements going all the way back to the colonial era marketed
toward people of color, saying the soap was so strong it could make a Black person white. The
one student said, ‘No way!’ I pulled up one of the vintage advertisements to show him, and he
was just blown away. He said that it was crazy and kept asking, ‘Who would they make that
product for?’ I was very blunt, and looking back, maybe I shouldn’t have been, but I said for
white people. The student responded, ‘That’s the stupidest thing I have ever seen.’ And, I used
that as an opportunity to explain why we all need to be aware of what we are saying to one
another because people really internalized those beliefs throughout history” (John, 2021).
John also mentioned that many of his students struggled returning to school after districts
began to lift COVID-19 restrictions. In his sociology and psychology courses, John gave
students reflective writing assignments, and sometimes students shared personal struggles,
including bullying, depression, or even suicide attempts. In our follow-up interview, he
explained, “It is definitely some powerful stuff. And I tell the students I appreciate their honesty

136

because it helps me to know who they are and where they’re coming from. It’s good for them to
be able to put their feelings onto paper, and it lets me know that they trust me as an adult in their
lives. I get frustrated when I hear adults say, ‘Oh, that generation, or this generation,’ in a
negative way. Every generation has had something to deal with, and that’s what people need to
recognize. These kids have had something that no other generation alive has dealt with. And if
they seem different, well, they are different. It just frustrates me because I work with these kids,
and I see what they’re going through day to day, and to hear adults criticize them or dismiss
young people’s emotions, it bothers me. A teenager’s struggles may not seem like a very big deal
to somebody who is in their 40s or 50s, but for kids who are only 15 or 16 years old, an
experience could be a major part of their lives. Day-to-day events are significant to them. Their
emotions, thoughts, and feelings are quite significant” (John, 2022).
TOM
Tom has been teaching social studies for nine years and has experience teaching ninth,
tenth, eleventh, and twelfth-grade history. He has also taught in several different high schools
throughout the state of West Virginia. Some of his previous high schools had student populations
that were 99-100% white. Tom, who identified as a white man, found it more difficult for
students to have conversations about race in those virtually all-white spaces. “I think it’s just
because they’re not really coming in contact with people from different racial backgrounds, and
a lot of the information they get on race and people of other races is coming to them from social
media. They’re not necessarily talking to people in real life who are of different racial
backgrounds. That divide is really apparent. In the schools I have worked at where there are
more white students, I used to have to get on top of the jokes and insensitivity” (Tom, 2021).
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During the 2021-2022 school year, Tom taught in a more populated area of West
Virginia. His current high school has approximately 1,800 students, with 6% identifying as
Black, Hispanic, Asian, and multiracial, and none identifying as Indigenous. About 40% of
students qualify for free and reduced lunch regardless of racial identity. After Tom transferred to
the county where he currently works, he noticed a stark difference in school culture at his current
high school than at other high schools with virtually all-white student populations. Now, Tom
rarely hears racialized or insensitive jokes, attributing the difference in school cultures to the
more diverse student population. “I don’t think I’ve ever had to deal with some sort of situation
where a student was being really insensitive about race in the classroom. The students here are
surrounded by students who are different from them. They just pick up on certain types of skills
when communicating with each other, that perhaps students who aren’t around people who are
different from them” (Tom, 2021).
Students’ familiarity with racial differences greatly affected the discussions Tom
facilitated in his social studies classes. Discussions in Tom’s classroom “feel more serious, and it
feels more mature. It feels like they make the conclusions you want them to make. If I were to
try to have these conversations with a bunch of ninth graders who are all white, they wouldn’t
get it because they’ve never experienced differences. You have to try to get them to make some
jumps that they maybe aren’t quite ready for, so the conversation can be a little more difficult.
You have to know the environment that you’re in because I’ve had to approach teaching about
race or slavery differently depending on the classroom” (Tom, 2021).
Because Tom taught early American history and world history during the 2021-2022
school year, he often discussed the economic, cultural, and political roots of racism in the United
States. Studying the history of racism also extended into his ninth-grade world history classes
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and encompassed other forms of racial and ethnic discrimination. He had trouble, though, getting
his high school freshmen to recognize diversity across the world, even though there are more
students of color at his school than at many others in West Virginia. He noticed many of his firstyear students came prebuilt with a certain level of prejudice for other cultures. Tom (2021)
explained, “Anytime we move into talking about anywhere outside of their backyard, such as
Asia, the students have this viewpoint that all other people in the world are backwards. At the
beginning of each year, some of them believe the United States has it all figured out, and
everybody else in the world is behind us. Some also think other cultures are weird, their names
are weird, their languages are weird, and their religions are weird” (Tom, 2021). Despite some
xenophobic prejudices that Tom must help his students work through at the beginning of the
year, there did not appear to be much problematic language between his students. In fact, “The
students are pretty open to having conversations around racism in their own country” (Tom,
2021). All the same, “It’s just when they get outside of their country, their conversations change.
Sometimes they’re not as willing to listen about people from another place in the world. It
becomes a different conversation. For example, they don’t equate making a joke about someone
else’s culture with prejudice. They know not to do it about race, but at first, they don’t realize
they are making fun of someone’s background. I have to work hard at bridging that gap and
helping them understand the world is a lot bigger than just West Virginia” (Tom, 2021).
VOLTAIRE
Voltaire, who chose the most unique pseudonym, also teaches at probably one of the
most unique high schools in West Virginia. There are over 1,800 students at his high school,
with 20% of students identifying as Black, Hispanic, Asian, and multiracial. No students identify
as Indigenous, and only 30% of students qualify for free and reduced lunch. Voltaire (2021)
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stated, “We are very different than most schools because we are diverse. We have a nice mix of
urban, suburban, and rural. We have a little mixture of everything. I call us a little United
Nations, at least as West Virginia goes. We have students from many different countries. We
have immigrants. We have different races, ethnicities, and religions. In fact, I’d consider it
opposite of most schools in West Virginia because we do have kids that are probably more
affluent. We have a lot of kids who come from homes where parents have higher-level degrees.
I’d say our students probably go to college more than any school in the state.” Voltaire, however,
has not always taught in a diverse environment. A veteran teacher of 28 years, Voltaire has
taught for 16 years at his current high school, but before that, he taught for 12 years at
predominantly white schools in other, more rural counties. He and his fellow social studies
teachers in his school’s professional learning community (PLC) often discuss race and racism.
Some teachers in his PLC have also taught at other predominantly white schools in West
Virginia and agree there is a marked difference between the two environments.
Social studies course offerings at Voltaire’s high school are also more unique than at
other high schools in West Virginia. Voltaire (2021) emphasized, “In the social studies
department that I teach in now, we can’t teach social studies without talking about race or
racism. And so we all do it, and even our school is kind of proud of this fact.” For several years,
the high school has offered gender studies, sociology, and psychology courses. The school also
just recently started offering a Native American studies class. “We’ve had a great response for
that one. We’ve had a lot of students sign up for it. Students would have to be juniors or seniors
since the class has prerequisites, like United States history, but the enrollment is good so far. I
was happy to see so many kids are interested in taking that class” (Voltaire, 2021).
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During the 2021-2022 school year, Voltaire taught all seniors, including civics classes
and sections of AP Government. Voltaire, who identified as a white man, makes teaching about
race and racism a priority in his classes. “I have taught for a long time, and I teach civics and AP
United States Government and Politics. There is no way that you don’t teach about race or
racism because it’s central to understanding policy and laws, like the Civil Rights Act, the
Voting Rights Act, the amendments, and so much more” (Voltaire, 2021).
Despite the diversity of his school and the purposeful centering of marginalized voices in
curricula, Voltaire has also weathered parents’ complaints about his pedagogical approach. “I
feel like there’s fifty good comments from parents, like, you give us more dinner conversations
than any class my child has taken. Then, there is always one complaint for every fifty good
comments. When President Obama was in office, he used to make a speech in early September to
start the school year off. It was probably 10 minutes long, so something short and sweet. And, he
would basically say, ‘Hey kids, do really good in school, rah, rah, rah.’ He did it every year, and
I thought this would be a good introduction for civics classes. Here’s the president saying it’s
important for you to do well in school, kids. I showed the video address, and a parent called my
principal the next day saying their kid would not be indoctrinated by this socialist Kenyan or
something like that. I thought, ‘You got to be kidding me, right? This is the president of the
United States. I’m not showing something that’s really off the wall here.’ Sadly enough, the
principal told me I could not show it, and that’s the saddest part of the story” (Voltaire, 2021).
Luckily, over the years, Voltaire has received more positive than negative feedback. Still,
complaints, even at a more diverse school, speak to the complexity of the various sociopolitical
contexts that social studies teachers in West Virginia encounter.
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SUMMARY
In this chapter, I introduced all eight consultants with their individual educator profiles.
Each introductory profile is meant only to frame Chapters 5 and 6 and should not be considered
comprehensive. Instead, the educator profiles are meant as entry points into consultants’
constructed world of teaching contexts, considerations, and pedagogical decision making
processes. In Chapter 5, I further examine the complexities of consultants’ sociopolitical contexts
and inevitably how those same teaching contexts affect the ways they approach teaching about
race and racism. In Chapter 6, I then discuss consultants’ common instructional goals and
approaches.

142

CHAPTER 5: EDUCATORS’ CONTEXTS AND CONSIDERATIONS
The previous chapter’s educator profiles are mere glimpses into the eight consultants’
sociopolitical contexts. Moving forward from the brief introductions, I next discuss how
consultants’ sociopolitical contexts (Nieto & Bode, 1998)10 influence how they think about their
teaching approaches when covering the topics of race and racism. During the first-round, secondround, and focus group interviews, consultants often described three primary pedagogical
considerations when contextualizing their thinking processes. Using broad brush strokes,
pedagogical considerations in this chapter include consultants’ ability to navigate sociopolitical
contexts, know their audience, and grapple with professional neutrality. I organize the three
primary pedagogical considerations thematically to discuss consultants’ salient ideas and explore
nuances within each. As with Chapter 4, I also purposefully center consultants’ voices and adopt
narrative text representation (Holley & Colyar, 2009), so consultants construct their own
understandings of interconnected sociopolitical contexts and how those contexts impact their
pedagogical decision making processes.
This chapter’s discussion of consultants’ sociopolitical contexts addresses Research
Question 3: How do eight social studies educators in West Virginia navigate the process of
creating a more racially just pedagogy all the while contending with the sociopolitical contexts
within contemporary Appalachia and the United States? To answer this question, I utilize
consultants’ interview responses as thick descriptions (Geertz, 1973) to support interpretive
analysis (Denzin, 1996; Lassiter, 2005) of how consultants perceive sociopolitical contexts and

10

Nieto and Bode (1998) explain that sociopolitical contexts encompass “the larger societal political forces in a
particular society and the impact they may have on student learning. A sociopolitical context considers issues of
power and includes discussions of structural inequality based on stratification due to race, social class, gender,
ethnicity, and other differences” (p. 142).
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the influence those various contexts have on their pedagogical considerations. Thick descriptions
of consultants’ contexts and narrative text representation (Holley & Colyar, 2009) serve two
purposes. The first is to show how the eight consultants position themselves within national,
state, and local sociopolitical contexts. The second is to help us understand how interconnected
macro- and micro-politics (Blase & Blase, 2002) influence the eight consultants’ pedagogical
considerations and thinking processes.
NAVIGATING SOCIOPOLITICAL CONTEXTS
Because regions like Appalachia are irrevocably intertwined with broader social,
political, and economic influences, this examination of West Virginia social studies teachers’
thinking processes must first address the macro-level forces impacting their teaching. As
discussed in the Critical Regionalism section of Chapter 2, outside entities, including individuals
and industries throughout America’s history, have inscribed Appalachia as a peculiar and insular
region. Even though Appalachian studies scholars have used the region’s otherness as a form of
defiance (Kephart, 1913; Shapiro, 1978), countless scholars since have shifted focus away from
the region’s peculiarity to its complexity (Catte, 2018; Turner, 2021). Over the centuries,
multiple voices from hegemonic and marginalized narratives have defined and redefined the
Appalachian region. Appalachia does not exist in a vacuum, and its sociopolitical context is
constantly morphing due to its broader connections to national and global sociopolitics. As it was
over 300 years ago (Dunaway, 1999, 2000, 2003), Appalachia is still interconnected to larger
patterns of history, politics, and culture. Thus, the politics of place are vital to unpacking issues
of power, ideology, and culture in Appalachia as they relate to state, national, and even global
contexts (Billings & Kingsolver, 2018).
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Social studies teachers in Appalachia, and by extension, West Virginia, must also
contend with the sociopolitical forces beyond the four walls of their classrooms and past their
schoolyards. Broader external educational forces include the social, political, and economic
systems that materialize at the local, state, and national levels. In other words, the layered
network of external forces operates as the macropolitics of education (Blase & Blase, 2002;
Iannacone, 1975). For example, institutional entities at the macro-level could include
departments of education, boards of education, legislatures, teachers’ unions, and administration
organizations, all of which interact and exert influence over each other. In addition to
institutional entities, individuals, such as heads of state, lawmakers, policymakers, and
superintendents, are similarly entrenched in this interconnected and layered network. To further
complicate the network that is the macropolitics of education, broader external forces also
interact within, between, and among the different levels to establish power and influence over
schools (Cibulka, 2011). It is through this messy (Scribner, Aleman, & Maxcy, 2003)
interconnectedness of organizational structures and their associated processes and practices that
the macropolitics of education play out and impact daily life in schools (Horsford, Scott, &
Anderson, 2019).
Macropolitics
The eight social studies teachers in this study were keenly aware of the influence
macropolitics had on their teaching, as Harriet declared in the focus group interview: “Nothing
happens in a vacuum. It’s all interdependent” (Harriet, 2022b). During the first round of
interviews, two consultants acknowledged that the national news media had an impact on their
teaching even before the rise in inflammatory rhetoric surrounding divisive concepts laws and
critical race theory. For example, David began teaching seven years ago, and even then,
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macropolitics influenced his teaching style. “I knew when I was getting into education, granted,
it was during the Obama years, so you tend to think that things are maybe a little bit more
progressive, but you feel this burning fire of racism in America just waiting to explode. Then, all
it took was a change in political discourse [in 2016] to really start to open things up and make
people feel comfortable saying [racist] things. I think this stoked my own fire to then be more
forward and open” (David, 2021).
After George Floyd died in 2020, the national news media heavily covered the resurgence
of the Black Lives Matter movement (Heaney, 2020). During this time, David felt compelled to
read more books about race and racism in the United States. He also joined professional learning
communities (PLCs) with other like-minded educators to discuss “our own experiences and
teaching antiracism in Appalachia” because trying to teach about race and racism in West
Virginia was a complicated task, even for highly educated and motivated teachers (David, 2022).
According to David (2022), “Learning, thinking, and hearing about other [West Virginia
teachers’] opinions was really beneficial. Hearing how they worked through this stuff and what
their classroom makeup is like and how they approach their content and how they choose their
instructional strategies has helped me reflect on my own teaching.”
Bob, like David and other educators across the country (Arundel, 2021), also said George
Floyd’s death inspired him to read more about race and racism in the United States. “I have a
whole stack of books I read [beginning in the summer of 2020.] It was just a deep dive into all
this stuff…I also read The Warmth of Other Suns by Isabel Wilkerson (2010) …I read Stamped
from the Beginning (Kendi, 2016). I read The Half Has Never Been Told (Baptist, 2014). I also
read Complicity. Complicity was the one by Anne Farrow, Joel Lang, and Jennifer Frank (2005)
about the North’s involvement in the slave trade. All the slave ships were from Boston and
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Rhode Island, for God’s sake. I read Home Going by Yaa Gyasi (2016), and then I read James
Baldwin’s (1962/1993) The Fire Next Time. One that’s still on my list is The New Jim Crow
(Alexander, 2010). And Reconstruction by Eric Foner (2001). Last weekend I just finished The
Color of Law, which is the forgotten history of redlining, by Richard Rothstein (2017)” (Bob,
2021).
When I asked Bob what the bibliography did for him, he responded, “It just made me
more confident in what I taught. I sort of knew already, but it really broadened my understanding
of the history of racial trouble and violence that was inflicted on people in the South. I was born
in 1967 and moved to [the Commonwealth of] Virginia in 1976, so I was in a state where schools
had closed 20 years earlier rather than desegregate. And guess what? I didn’t know that until two
years ago. I went to the University of Virginia, for God’s sake. I didn’t learn that. We didn’t
learn anything about Sally Hemmings, either.11 That was all a rumor that nobody ever heard
anything about, so I think the bibliography really helped me understand the degree to which
racism is embedded in our society” (Bob, 2021).
Several consultants also noted that their classrooms seemed more politicized than in
previous years and cited students’ use of hate-filled language as a tangible indicator of the
changing macro-level sociopolitical climate. Consultants’ observations make sense, given the
conservative right’s increasing use of incendiary rhetoric against the teaching of race and racism,
as discussed in the Sociopolitical Contexts section of Chapter 1. Consultants’ stories also
indicate macropolitics’ effect on schools, as other educators across the country feel similarly
caught in the crosshairs of the most recent culture war (Meckler, 2022a). In the academic realm

11

Sally Hemings was enslaved by President of the United States Thomas Jefferson. Using DNA samples from living
descendants of Hemings and Jefferson, genetic tests confirmed Jefferson was most likely father to some of
Hemings’s children (Gordon-Reed, 2009).
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of educational scholarship, consultants’ observations of macropolitics were real-world examples
of scholars’ conclusions that schools in the United States exist in “a context of increased
politicization led by state and federal policymakers” (Horsford, Scott, & Anderson, 2019, p. i). In
the first round of interviews, Rosie and Harriet, who teach at nearly-all white high schools,
noticed the shifting sociopolitical climate. Rosie (2021) specifically described macropolitics’
negative influence on her school: “This climate of feeling surrounded by hate. It’s becoming
very toxic, and some of my classrooms have become so divided in what they think. It’s very
upsetting.” Harriet, who explained she lives in a county where Trump won 70% of the votes in
2020, also noted, “Things have become so politically charged and so racially charged” (Harriet,
2021).
After recounting a story about a male student obsessed with Robert E. Lee and
Confederate flags, Harriet made the above observations. The student subscribed to the “Lost
Cause” myth, first popularized by Confederate sympathizers and preservers of Southern—i.e.,
white—culture in the 19th century (Pollard, 1866). White Southerners, especially ex-Confederate
officers, romanticized the “Old South” and the Confederate war effort. They also proliferated the
myth into the 20th century (Gallagher & Nolan, 2010). Historians believe the “Lost Cause”
interpretation of the Civil War encompasses six assumptions (Janney, 2022). One of the six
assumptions is that secession, instead of slavery, caused the Civil War. Another assumption is
that Robert E. Lee should be the most venerated of all Confederates, if not all Americans.
Subscribing to the “Lost Cause” interpretation of American history, white Southerners in the first
half of the 20th century also adopted the Confederate battle flag as a symbol of “heritage”
(Janney, 2022). At the same time, the States’ Rights Democratic Party, known popularly as the
Dixiecrats, began flying the Confederate battle flag during political campaigns, where it became
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emblematic of the Dixiecrats’ states’ rights and segregationist platform (Clemens, 2022). When
Harriet showed video clips of the musical Hamilton (Miranda, 2015) to her early American
history class in October 2021, the “Lost Cause” student raised his hand and said, “I think we
should make this movie from the South’s perspective.” Harriet (2021) responded, “This is about
the American Revolution, not the Civil War. Wrong time period,” and then shut down the
student’s outburst. Harriet explained she responded this way because the student had
purposefully interrupted the movie simply to catch her off-guard, hoping to start a political
debate and advance his own agenda (Harriet, 2021).
In addition to interruptions from the “Lost Cause” student, Harriet also noticed more
students showed an “ugliness” (Harriet, 2021) toward classmates and educators during the 20212022 school year. In another anecdote, Harriet shared that one of her students tried to goad the
class into a heated political debate on the day before Thanksgiving break. “I had a kid who
wanted to debate me politically in class, and I said, ‘This is history class. The point of a history
class is to understand the reason why things are the way they are, and you have to know your
history in order to have a political debate. You can have a debate all you want, but we’re not
going to debate in class.’ He got mad and continued to try and provoke me, so I asked him to
leave the room. As he walked out the door, he screamed, ‘This is what happens when you let
liberals into public schools.’ Luckily, the other kids in the class had already told him he needed
to just shut up, that I was right, so when he left the room, all of them, including his sibling in the
class, apologized. They were very upset. They said, ‘Miss Harriet, what you said about needing
to focus on what unites us instead of what divides us should be a meme!’” (Harriet, 2021).
Although Harriet taught in an admittedly insular, virtually all-white community,
consultants who taught in more populated and diverse communities also noted the politicization
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of schools. Tom (2022) observed, “It seems like the political battleground of our country is
social studies classrooms…I hate the idea that our classrooms are just being politicized. And the
teaching of social studies is being politicized.” Voltaire and the other social studies teachers in
his high school’s PLC often discussed how macropolitics affected their teaching. Not only were
the social studies teachers in the PLC concerned about their jobs, but they were also upset
because they believed it was hard to teach social studies without talking about topics, like race
and racism, in class. “We don’t feel like our students will be getting a full education if we can’t
talk about anything that has a little bit of controversy or if it’s about race. In social studies, you
have to be able to talk about race and racism. It’s a must. I don’t think we’re educating our kids
if we’re not” (Voltaire, 2021).
Divisive Concepts Laws
During the 2021-2022 school year, divisive concepts laws and the increasingly
inflammatory rhetoric surrounding the misunderstood and misused critical race theory became
indicative of educational macropolitics in the United States. As discussed in the Sociopolitical
Contexts sections of Chapter 1, conservative pundits and news outlets intensified rhetoric about
critical race theory throughout the winter and spring of 2021. The news coverage of critical race
theory continued to ramp up as more lawmakers introduced divisive concepts bills in their
respective states that same year. In West Virginia, only one divisive concepts bill was introduced
in January 2021, and it was referred to committee, where it stayed for the remainder of the 2021
Regular Legislative Session. The same week the bill was introduced, concerned families and
community members in Pocahontas County packed a board of education meeting to protest the
teaching of This Book is Anti-Racist (Jewell, 2020) and The Hate U Give (Thomas, 2017).
Ultimately, the teacher acquiesced and offered Romeo and Juliet as a replacement for students
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who felt uncomfortable with the reading selections. Later, in the summer of 2021, concerned
parents, guardians, and community members in Jefferson County protested the Black Math
Genius program at a board of education meeting with signs saying, “No CRT for JC!” In the end,
the Jefferson County Schools superintendent convinced the board members to change the
program's name to the Culturally Responsive Math Intervention Program.
In the fall of 2021, very few news outlets in West Virginia talked about critical race
theory, even though the national rhetoric concerning race and racism was becoming more
incendiary by the day. In September, the West Virginia Legislature’s Joint Standing Committee
on Education met in Charleston to discuss critical race theory. Yet, the committee could not
identify one complaint against a West Virginia educator teaching about race or racism. Also, the
committee invited no experts on critical race theory to speak. After the September meeting,
virtually no articles were written about critical race theory in West Virginia, except an opinion
piece in The Shepherdstown Chronicle by Democrat John Doyle. He represented Jefferson
County in the House of Delegates. He reiterated, “CRT is not now being taught, and has not been
taught, in the elementary or secondary public schools of West Virginia or any other state”
(Doyle, 2021, para. 2). Instead, the focus again shifted back to national media outlets as they
covered other states where lawmakers introduced divisive concepts bills. Journalists across the
country also reported stories about educators’ increasing anxieties surrounding the teaching of
race and racism (Belsha, Barnu, & Aldrich, 2021; Kingkade & Chiwaya, 202; Meckler &
Natanson, 2022a; Miranda, 2021; Pringle, 2021; Wong, 2021).
When I conducted the first round of interviews in November 2021, some consultants’
attitudes toward critical race theory echoed the anxieties of educators in other parts of the United
States. During our interview, I asked Rosie about specific issues that were bothering her. She
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responded, “It’s really the critical race theory debate, and I am tiptoeing around the actual
phrase. I will say anything to keep from actually saying this phrase because I know it’s become a
political phrase, just as my students have identified [in their politics and government class
assignments]” (2021). Meanwhile, John, who taught high school psychology and sociology,
described the topics he planned to teach in 2021-2022, including George Floyd, Ahmaud Arbery,
and the January 6, 2021, insurrection. He then explained, “I think it’s important that the kids hear
about these things and, more importantly, talk about these things” (John, 2021). When I pressed
him, though, about other political issues in the national news, he replied, “I’ve thought about
when we talk about race that I should bring up the controversy of critical race theory, but I don’t
know that I want to go down that rabbit hole because I feel like once those words come out of
my mouth in the classroom, the gloves are off. I don’t want to do that. That’s not something I’ll
talk about” (John, 2021).
Even Voltaire, who taught at the most diverse school of the eight consultants I
interviewed in this study, explained, “Now it’s in the back of my head. Is this something I want
to get in trouble for? But I still don’t want to shortchange the students and their education, and I
feel like there are things that we must talk about. Will I avoid a few things now that I didn’t
before? Yes” (2021). Even other social studies teachers in his high school’s PLC have discussed
the critical race theory debate and how it directly impacts their teaching. The same week I
conducted the first interview, Voltaire recounted that during their weekly meeting, he and his
PLC talked for over a half hour about the issue. One of his colleagues related a story he had read
in The Washington Post in which a conservative group in New England was offering a bounty
for students to tape their teachers with their phones in class (Peiser, 2021). The organization’s
purpose was to record teachers saying something about racism that could get them in trouble.
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Voltaire and his colleagues agreed they had limited their discussions about controversial issues.
He concluded, “My colleagues and myself have all backed off on this” (Voltaire, 2021). Later in
the interview, he added, “You know, it’s hard to teach in that type of climate…They have fired
teachers for teaching the truth. I can’t believe it. It scares us” (Voltaire, 2021).
In the first round of interviews, however, more consultants said they were not as worried
about facing backlash or losing their jobs. David, who taught at a small, predominantly white K8 school, explained he and his students have “talked about George Floyd in the past, and we
relate it to the Civil Rights Movement and the violence that has happened. But, I have to watch
how I say things because it’s not even that I’m scared to get in trouble. It’s that I don’t want to
lose the trust students have in me. I have to watch the way that I say things in order to keep their
trust and their attention” (David, 2021). According to Susan, who taught eighth-grade West
Virginia studies at a small, all-white K-8 school, the critical race theory debate seemed like a
nonissue to her in the first-round interview. When I asked if she was worried about adverse
student reactions when learning about racism throughout West Virginia history, she replied, “I
didn’t really get any pushback last year. I don’t know that I really will this year. I think a lot of
the time when we’re looking at historical topics, students think it was forever ago. If you get into
some current events, that’s whenever you get the pushback, and that’s only when students want
to go against you or shake things up in the classroom” (Susan, 2021).
Two consultants were emphatically unconcerned about the critical race theory debate.
When I asked Harriet, who had shared anecdotes about disruptive and “Lost Cause” students, if
the discussion scared her at all, she replied, “No, because we don’t teach [critical race theory] in
school. What we teach in schools is critical thinking, and so that’s what scares people. People in
this community don’t want their kids thinking on their own because they don’t want their kids
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challenging their traditional beliefs” (Harriet, 2021). Bob, who taught at another nearly all-white
high school, did not seem worried about the critical race theory debate. In the first-round
interview, he declared, “I don’t give a damn what the West Virginia Legislature says…I just
don’t have the patience for it. I really don’t care because I know most of those folks in
Charleston have no idea what they’re talking about. They all should have probably paid more
attention in civics class, and then they would know this is not something they need to concern
themselves with” (Bob, 2021).
Tom, who taught American history and world history in a high school where 6% of the
school’s population identified as students of color, discussed critical race theory and the
associated divisive concepts laws in a more theoretical rather than tangible way. In our firstround interview, Tom first explored the critical race theory debate as he had experienced it so far
in 2021. His students’ families had never accused him of teaching critical race theory or making
students feel uncomfortable when discussing race or racism. Instead, community members
without students in the school system would bring up the critical race theory debate with Tom
since he taught high school social studies. Some may have genuinely wanted to gauge Tom’s
point of view, while others may have wished to goad Tom into the debate.
“It’s the thing they always want to talk about. Every single time, I’ve approached the
conversation in the same way. I feel the most effective way to approach it is to ask the person to
explain critical race theory. I always say, ‘Well, you just tell me what you think it is, and I’ll tell
you if I teach that in my classroom.’ They never can explain what critical race theory is because
it’s not taught in schools. Then, I ask them, ‘Is critical race theory the idea that the United States
passed laws to separate the races?’ Because that actually happened. Or, ‘Is critical race theory
the idea that even after slavery, certain states purposefully tried to keep Black people below the
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poverty line?’ Because that actually happened. So, by the end of the conversation, critical race
theory is not as much of a boogeyman anymore. They basically come to the conclusion that I just
teach history” (Tom, 2021).
Regarding his social studies classes, Tom was not concerned about running into
controversy in his classroom; instead, he was more worried about the macropolitics affecting
social studies education in West Virginia. He further explained, “I don’t see a lot of people trying
to get their hands in my classroom. Instead, it happens a lot at the state level. The legislature is
obsessed with social studies education in our state. They’re constantly trying to pass laws that
affect us. Well, for this whole week, you have to teach about the Constitution” (Tom, 2021). In
this instance, Tom referenced “Celebrate Freedom Week,” which the West Virginia Legislature
passed with bipartisan support in 2017 as House Bill 3080. Now in West Virginia Code, the law
requires all social studies teachers in West Virginia to interrupt instruction and focus on “the
sacrifices made for freedom in the founding of this country and the values on which this country
was founded” for a whole week (WVDE, 2020, p. 2). More specifically, social studies teachers
must provide a week’s worth of instruction about the meaning and importance of the Declaration
of Independence, the United States Constitution, the Bill of Rights, and the Emancipation
Proclamation, even though the instruction may not fit the curriculum of, say, world history
courses, contemporary American history classes, and West Virginia studies.
Based on the West Virginia Legislature’s historic overreach into social studies
classrooms, Tom was more concerned about possible divisive concepts laws’ ramifications on
the teaching profession in general. For example, “I am concerned about the student teachers
coming into the school system. A lot of student teachers are really, really intimidated about
handling controversial issues that students might bring up during class. If you’re teaching for
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eight or nine years, like I have, it’s not that big of a deal. Controversial issues are easier to
navigate for veteran teachers. But these young teachers coming right out of college are
intimidated, and that intimidation does come from the political climate. Young teachers are kind
of afraid of being caught up in some sort of whirlwind controversy, so I think the political
climate is concerning for new teachers” (Tom, 2021). Tom’s theory about the intimidation
novice teachers may face also supported his idea that fewer and fewer people will want to
become teachers, especially in the social studies, where classroom conversations are more likely
to become heated, given the deepening political divide consultants observed in their classrooms.
The West Virginia Legislature’s 2022 Regular Session
I conducted the first round of interviews in November 2021, when educators across the
country were becoming increasingly anxious as the divisive political rhetoric surrounding the
teaching of race and racism intensified. Then, I conducted the second round of interviews in
March 2022. The 2022 Regular Session of the West Virginia Legislature began on January 12,
2022, and ended on March 12, 2022. Because the session ended on March 12, 2022, I
interviewed five consultants before and three after this date. In the spirit of collaborative
ethnography, I invited all eight consultants to a focus group on April 13, 2022, to discuss several
questions relating to the teaching of race and racism. While this dissertation is not a longitudinal
study, consultants’ perceptions of divisive concepts laws differed from the first round of
interviews to the second round of interviews. Consultants’ shifting perceptions reflected the
evolution of the macro-level sociopolitical climate of education. As a result, consultants
interpreted the impact of divisive concepts laws on their individual praxis differently.
In the five interviews that I conducted before the end of the 2022 Legislative Session, the
repeated refrain I heard from consultants was, “Well, I won’t be able to teach this lesson next
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year” (John, 2022; Rosie, 2022, Tom, 2022; Voltaire, 2022). They often said it jokingly, but
consultants’ tones seemed to mask a sense of fear, especially of losing their jobs. John, who
taught high school sociology and psychology, would be significantly affected if more of the
divisive concepts laws had passed in West Virginia because the bulk of his curriculum deals with
social issues of prejudice and inequality. When I asked him if his teaching would change if the
laws passed, he replied, “I don’t know. That’s a tough question to answer. I would love to say
I’m going to just keep pushing forward, but I worked really hard to become a teacher. To take a
ding on your record for getting the bad parent phone call because someone was upset about
something that I was teaching, that’s OK. But the fear that the retribution could be worse, where
I could become unemployed or sanctioned. I would like to say that no, I won’t make any
changes, but I can’t make any promises on that” (John, 2022).
In the follow-up interview, Voltaire also described his feeling toward the proposed
divisive concepts laws as one of “trepidation” (Voltaire, 2022). The social studies teachers in his
high school’s PLC continued to meet throughout the winter. Voltaire reported that all the social
studies teachers were concerned about the laws for different reasons. In the PLC meeting earlier
that week, one teacher asked, “Which one of us is going to get fired first?” Another asked,
“Which kid are you going to make mad in class?” A third referenced Senate Bill 587, which was
fashioned off Virginia Governor Youngkin’s tip line and would have allowed West Virginia to
establish its own tip line for parents, guardians, and students to report the teaching of critical race
theory. This teacher wondered, “Who’s going to call that hotline to turn us in?” During the
follow-up interview, Voltaire also pointed out professional development issues, including who
would train social studies teachers in policy changes to ensure they understood the new laws and
would not incriminate themselves. After taking in all their concerns being relayed by Voltaire, I
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simply let out a sigh and said, “It’s terrifying to me.” Voltaire (2022) reiterated, “Boy, it’s going
to be a witch hunt. When is it going to be here? I think this is a way to make teachers’ lives
miserable. They could really weaponize this against us.”
Rosie, who shared some of her worries in the first interview, also expressed an elevated
fear in the follow-up interview. She confessed, “I’m afraid I won’t be able to teach some of these
lessons” (Rosie, 2022). I then asked what she thought of the possibility of one of the divisive
concepts bills passing in West Virginia. She responded, “I’m terrified. I don’t know how I will
teach. I don’t give formal assessments because I want to know what my kids are thinking, not
what they memorized or what they can remember from the class period before. Most of my
assessments include critical thinking, and I need evidence of that. I really don’t know what I’ll
do” (Rossie, 2022). She then quipped, “I guess I’ll have to look for a new job.” After a pause, I
asked, “Do you think you’ll look for a new job?” In the first interview, I remembered that she
also wished she was a math teacher and searched job postings on her bad days. I was curious if
her sentiments had changed. She answered, “I won’t. I really do love teaching. I just know it’s
going to cause more headaches because I’ll probably be in trouble. I don’t know. I don’t know
what to do. It does scare me” (Rosie, 2022).
In light of the proposed divisive concepts laws, Bob reviewed his instructional materials
but remained adamant that he would continue teaching the truth about American history no
matter what the legislature passed. Because Bob’s high school used block scheduling, his United
States studies course had just started in January, so by the time I conducted the round-two
interview, Bob was roughly six weeks into the course. He was in the process of planning out five
lessons on slavery. Since he adopted a Modern Classrooms Project curriculum, he wanted to use
instructional videos as the primary mode of instruction. He recorded the instructional videos the
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previous year because he taught hybrid and virtual classes during the COVID-19 pandemic. He
knew the instructional videos’ content would work perfectly for the lessons he was planning but
consciously chose to go back and re-watch the videos given the “political climate around critical
race theory” (Bob, 2022a). He wanted to confirm that nothing in the videos could be
misconstrued or misunderstood, and after reviewing them, he concluded that all were based on
historical facts. At the end of the interview, he reiterated, “I don’t care what those people pass in
Charleston…I’m going to teach history because it happened, and you can’t argue with the
facts…I welcome the challenge because it doesn’t scare me” (Bob, 2022a).
Although some consultants expressed fear and trepidation when discussing the impact of
proposed divisive concepts laws, others, like Bob, did not think they would have nearly the
“chilling effect” (John, 2022) on teachers if the bills were to become law. I interviewed Susan on
March 9, 2022, just a few days before the end of the session, and she seemed just as unconcerned
about the proposed divisive concepts laws as she did during her first interview. I asked her,
“Have you been thinking about any law that West Virginia has proposed recently?” She simply
stated, “I post all my stuff online anyway, so if they want to come and look at it, come and look
at it” (Susan, 2022). I further questioned, “Is that how you’re feeling about it?” Susan responded,
“That’s my feeling about it because I genuinely feel like I’m 100% online anyway. All my
resources are posted online for students who aren’t present in class” (Susan, 2022). When I
interviewed Tom a little over a week after the legislative session ended, he was adamant that any
divisive concepts law would not stop him from teaching about race and racism. “I feel like I can
defend everything that I put in the classroom” (Tom, 2022). Like Susan, Tom also put all his
assignments and materials online, so students, parents, and guardians could access them. If
anyone questioned him about his instructional materials or methods, Tom repeatedly said he
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would be able to defend his pedagogy. As a result, even though Tom had talked to other teachers
who were worried to teach about race and racism, he was going to “keep doing exactly what I’m
doing” (Tom, 2022).
Even for consultants who were less concerned with the adverse effects of divisive
concepts laws, two pointed out that the bills could return in the future. Tom anticipated the
legislature would introduce the same or similar versions of divisive concepts laws during the
2023 regular session. “I wouldn’t be surprised…I just think it is going to get worse before it gets
better…But at the end of the day, I don’t really feel worried about my own personal classroom. I
just feel worried about the big picture of education” (Tom, 2022). Like in his first interview,
Tom seemed less concerned about personal ramifications and instead focused on implications for
public education in general. Similarly, Harriet initially felt scared at the beginning of the
legislative session and did not publicly say much against the proposed divisive concepts laws.
She soon, however, saw representatives proposing more and more of the divisive concepts bills,
so she began calling out their misconstrued and incendiary language as well as the far-reaching
consequences if the bills were to become law. Harriet wrote an opinion piece for a local
newspaper and spoke on a podcast about the topic. She also joined the West Virginia Coalition
for the Truth in History and is “working with them because we know that all this stuff is coming
back next year. We’re not going to be caught resting on our laurels. The fact is the ‘Anti-Racism’
bill failed at the last minute. We’re not going to be caught with our hands in our pockets. We’re
going to be ready to fight come January 2023 [when the next regular legislative session begins]”
(Harriet, 2022a). When I asked her how she felt about all this, she replied, “Angry is an
understatement” (Harriet, 2022a).
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David did not express fear or anger in the follow-up interview but revealed a more
nuanced reaction to the proposed divisive concepts laws. Granted, I interviewed him on March
30, 2022, well over two weeks after the 2022 Legislative Session ended. I wonder, though, if this
gave him time to process its impact on his teaching. He explained, “There’s two sides of me. I
tried to not pay attention to it because I think this year has been pretty tough for most educators.
On top of that, we have to deal with these attacks. It feels like revenge legislation from going on
strike a few years ago. It just feels like a continuation of payback. On the other hand, there is this
weird, ‘Let’s pass laws that really aren’t laws that can’t be enforced or do anything.’ They just
go with the talking points of the party at large to show they’re falling in line with the platform.
So, ‘Let’s ban critical race theory, but we couldn’t even tell you what critical race theory means
if it looked us right in the face’” (David, 2022). In this example, David pointed out that West
Virginia lawmakers are entrenched in national politics, yet their actions are inherently local
because the bills may be payback for the 2018 and 2019 teacher strikes. Even for a place like
West Virginia, where bottom-up activism like the teacher strikes reignited union activity across
the country, the state-level macropolitics are directly tied to much larger sociopolitical contexts
that have a direct impact on people’s everyday lives.
David’s understanding of the proposed divisive concepts laws in West Virginia speaks to
the complicated, multilevel, and interconnected nature of macropolitics. Like Voltaire, David
named the current sociopolitical climate a “witch hunt” (David, 2022) because he was worried
parents or guardians would accuse educators of teaching critical race theory, even if they were
just covering historical periods, like the Civil Rights Movement. David, however, questioned the
logistics of enforcing divisive concepts laws. “That would take so much micromanaging and
manpower that we don’t even now have” (David, 2022). In David's opinion, the West Virginia
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Legislature’s lack of planning revealed that state lawmakers were just “hammering down talking
points that are almost meaningless. They could be using their time to fix the state and repair
education, but instead, they’re leaning toward party talking points…I’m glad that time was on
our side because [Senate Bill 498] would have damaged the protections of students. Free speech
is very much coming under attack under the guise that legislators are protecting free speech”
(David, 2022).
Undergirding current macropolitics is the connection between divisive concepts laws and
the push toward school privatization, a link that consultants did not miss in their constructions of
sociopolitical context (David, 2022; Rosie, 2022; Tom, 2022; Voltaire, 2021). “I think people
feel like public schools are these political battlegrounds, and there is more legislation allowing
people to pull their kids out of public school and put them into alternative education, like
homeschooling or private school. The more that happens, the more the message is teachers in
public schools are teaching critical race theory, so you’re going to want to get your kids into
another school. That is just going to bring the public school system down further and further, so I
feel that is where [the laws] will impact us on a personal level. I don’t expect to be fired for
teaching about racism, but I do expect we’re going to lose teachers… because of this fake culture
war. A lot of parents have already demonized the public school system for indoctrinating their
kids, so if they pull their kids out, there are fewer kids in class, and that means less money for the
school system and less staff” (Tom, 2022). David (2022) similarly explained, “Continually
attacking teachers to diminish our credibility makes it easier for the legislature to pass charter
schools and push their own agendas.” As a result, David pointed out, our most marginalized
students will neither have access to elite charter schools, nor will they receive equitable care and
instruction at home, irrevocably damaging their individual futures.
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KNOWING THEIR AUDIENCE
In addition to navigating national and state sociopolitical contexts, consultants often
discussed their local community contexts in great detail. Throughout both the first- and secondround interviews, consultants saw their ability to navigate sociopolitical contexts as directly tied
to their ability to know their local audience. As a result, none of the layers of macropolitics
discussed in Chapter 5 are mutually exclusive. Still, as consultants discussed macro-level
sociopolitical contexts closer to home, they became more aware of pedagogical limitations based
on what they knew would—or would not—be tolerated in their local communities. For example,
Tom (2021) explained, “You have to know the environment that you’re in. You’re going to have
to approach teaching [about race and racism] differently, depending on who you’ve got in your
classroom.” Harriet also emphasized the importance of knowing her “audience,” a word she used
five times throughout the first interview (Harriet, 2021). “I have to understand my audience’s
background. I can challenge them, but I can’t cross a certain line. You have to know what the
line is, so you encourage and poke and prod a little bit, but you can’t just push the kids off the
cliff” (Harriet, 2021).
Local Communities
Even though all eight consultants were social studies teachers in West Virginia, the local
communities in which they taught posed unique rewards and challenges. Consultants’
experiences are indicative of Ball’s (1987) theory that, to varying degrees, local communities’
sociopolitics exhibit influence over schools and all the actors who operate in them. To further
complicate the give and take between local communities and schools, not all community
members, administrators, faculty, staff, and students have the same expectations. Consequently,
educators often operate within a “margin of tolerance” (Charters, 1953, p. 268) or “zone of
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tolerance” (McGivney & Moynihan, 1972, p. 209), which is the reasonable amount of latitude a
local community feels comfortable bestowing upon the local school. A school’s leeway rests on
the community’s assumptions, beliefs, and expectations, which may be simultaneously unique
for individual members but also reflective of dominant narratives framed by broader macro-level
sociopolitical contexts. As historian Arif Dirlik (1996), who advocates for a “critical localism,”
notes, multi-level sociopolitical contexts are irrevocably intertwined, so the local should be seen
“as a site both of promise and predicament” (p. 22). In other words, the politics of place,
including small, rural, and seemingly insular West Virginia communities, are complicated and
irrevocably tied to broader sociopolitical forces.
The politics of place directly affected the way consultants thought about their teaching.
For David, balancing his pedagogical decisions with pressures from the local community was
important because he did not want to lose his platform. He had to consciously think about the
supplemental materials he used in the classroom and how he facilitated class discussions. “As far
as materials and resources, I try to make sure I’m getting relevant sources. As much as I would
like to have the kids read the young adult version of Stamped from the Beginning (Reynolds &
Kendi, 2020), which blatantly discusses racial problems, I know that I can’t do that. I hate to
sound like that and use it as a cop-out, but I teach in a community that I would probably be
hunted out of my school. Then, I would lose my platform altogether, so if I have to be a little bit
smart and a little bit more tactful about how I approach race and race issues in my classroom,
then I have to be a little more subtle about it. That’s the route that I use…I use outside sources to
influence my teaching, but I don’t bring those sources into the classroom just because I’m trying
to not put myself in the line of fire…When you’re teaching to a room where a third of the room
has Blue Lives Matter masks on, you have to approach it with kid gloves” (David 2021). In order
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to be more subtle when teaching about race and racism, David related issues of racism and
classism, which his students seemed to understand more because they either saw poverty in their
local communities or, with many, experienced it themselves. David (2021) explained, “I think
the best way to approach it is tying in that socioeconomic piece to race because that is a way to
connect my students who are disadvantaged from an economic standpoint, showing them that
students from Black communities are facing the same issues.”
During the focus group interview, Harriet and Bob discussed the politics of place and its
impact on parents, guardians, students, and educators. Early in the interview, I asked the
consultants if they were fighting against dominant narratives that students have heard their whole
lives or if their beliefs stem from ignorance. Harriet responded that the issue has two parts. The
first is fighting the dominant narrative imposed by previous teachers who may not be challenging
systems of oppression, much less presenting facts about complex topics in history, like slavery or
Indigenous genocide. The second issue, she explained, is “Parents teach their kids what they
were taught, and a lot of what they were taught is really wrong history” (Harriet, 2022b). Bob
added, “I agree with all that. At least in the area in which I teach, which is rural and white, there
is a narrative that I’m also pushing back against. There is definitely some ignorance, but it’s also
a lack of curiosity about the topic of history” (Bob, 2022b). Because both Bob and Harriet teach
in predominantly white schools surrounded by primarily white communities, Harriet agreed, “I
was actually just talking about this with a colleague today about how a lot of our students are
very deep into that white supremacy culture, and they’re very dismissive of how we teach about
race and racism. For some of my kids and their situations, they have to have someone who
they’re better than because economically and socially, they’re not privileged, but racially, they
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believe that they are superior. They’re clinging to this white supremacist narrative because it
gives them a false sense of identity that they are superior to someone” (Harriet 2022).
In addition to recognizing the complicated nature of the politics of place, other
consultants expressed concern about parents’ and guardians’ reactions to topics taught in their
social studies classes. As discussed in her educator profile, Rosie had parents attend a parentteacher conference a few years ago and quipped about the 2020 Democratic candidates,
“Wouldn’t it be a shame if they all died” (Rosie, 2021). While not a direct threat, the violent
language concerned Rosie, and she saw students parroting this same language in class
discussions and assignments throughout the 2021-2022 school year. For example, every year,
Rosie has her seniors write letters to legislators when they discuss the legislative branch.
Students can choose a legislator and write to them about an issue, or students can thank a
legislator for something they have done. Before students started writing, Rosie discussed the
rubric, as she does every year. “Some of the letters I’ve received this year are shocking. They
start the letter with ‘All due respect, sir, you are a terrible president.’ I then tell them that just
because you think it sounds respectful, it doesn’t make the sentiment respectful. But, I think it’s
language coming from their home. It’s what they’re hearing at home. It’s upsetting because I feel
like this is a backwards step…I’ve seen the students use violent language” (Rosie, 2021). We
then began talking about the January 6, 2021, insurrection, and I noted, “I wonder if some
students had family members or people that they know go.” Rosie (2021) responded, “I did ask
my freshmen to write about it last year, and one of them was thanking their mother for going. It
said, ‘I’m so thankful my mom was able to be a part of it.’ It was just sad.”
In her second interview, which took place at the end of March, several weeks after the
2022 Regular Session of the West Virginia Legislature ended, Harriet critically analyzed the
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impact of multi-layered macropolitics on parents and guardians in her local community. She
noted a direct line connecting the national rhetoric surrounding critical race theory to the many
divisive concepts bills proposed in the West Virginia Legislature to local families caught up in
the same sociopolitical context while also trying to raise their children. “I don’t know if you saw
the Atlantic article (Khazan, 2022) recently about it, but it talked about the history of parental
involvement in education. It basically said critical race theory is our generation’s culture war. It’s
like 100 years ago when parents attacked the teaching of evolution. It’s the same people. It’s the
same kind of people saying, ‘We don’t want our kids to learn about evolution,’ but now it’s, ‘We
don’t want our kids learning critical race theory,’ even though kids aren’t learning about critical
race theory. It’s all part of a larger narrative of parental control. And legislators are using critical
race theory basically as a smokescreen to advocate for school choice. This is a huge part of the
whole, ‘I don’t want my kids to learn about race and racism.’ Instead, they’re saying, ‘I want a
say in what they learn.’ But, basically, parents don’t want their kids learning about how grandma
and grandpa were racists” (Harriet, 2022a).
Harriet’s analysis of Khazan’s (2022) article is not wrong. He explains that Republican
politicians have used parents’ rights issues for years to motivate conservative voters. The most
recent rhetorical guise involves conservative pundits co-opting the language of parental control
over schools to attack the school curriculum. Khazan (2022) states, “Parents aren’t dreaming up
their views on education independently. Like with most political fights, the schools debate is one
in which politicians hype up their voters, voters respond approvingly, and politicians scramble to
say more things that resonate” (para. 13). Like in many parts of the country, the anti-critical race
theory rhetoric also seemed to resonate with parents and guardians of school-aged children living
in West Virginia.
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Because students’ parents and guardians play an essential role in shaping their children’s
beliefs (Gonzalez-DeHass & Willems, 2013), teachers can have effective family-teacher
interactions when maintaining diplomacy and open lines of communication (Blase, 1987b). And
consultants in this study reflected those same strategies. Rosie recognized that parents and
guardians could be such a significant influence, so she purposefully tried to communicate
expectations for her class. “Each year, I always send home a letter to my parents, and I say we’re
going to talk about some hard histories. That’s what I call it. I don’t go into depth there, and I let
my students know, too. They also sign a permission slip. These hard histories will be discussed
throughout my class and may arise as events happen. If you are OK with your child staying in
my class, just be aware of that, and I’ve always got signed papers back in the past. Or, during the
year, I’ll send letters home telling parents that we’re going to talk about something that is a
touchy subject, and I’ll send home passive permission slips separately. I just started sending
passive permission slips this year. I actually just sent a letter home saying we would be talking
about systemic racism, and if parents didn’t want their children to participate, they would have to
sign and return the opt-out portion. No one opted out. I felt like I did my due diligence” (Rosie,
2021).
Rosie was proactive when she sent home permission slips explaining to parents and
guardians that students would learn about sensitive topics; she and other consultants were keenly
aware of family complaints when teaching about race and racism. For example, John was also
aware that his record could be “dinged” (John, 2021) if a parent called to complain about his
teaching. Still, he was more concerned about being fired if any more of the divisive concepts
bills had passed during the 2022 Regular Legislative Session. Bob also had personal experiences
with parent complaints, even though they did not necessarily concern him. A few years ago, he
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showed a video about redlining produced by The Root, an online magazine focused on issues for
Black Americans. Its motto is, “The Blacker the Content, the Sweeter the Truth” (Library of
Congress, 2022). According to Bob (2021), “There’s nothing like some Black folks telling me
about redlining to drive home the horrors of redlining. There was definitely some discomfort in
my class after seeing that video.” So, I asked Bob, “How did the students react?” He responded,
“It just makes them uncomfortable. I actually got some pushback from my principal for this. One
kid went home and told his dad that I was teaching reverse racism, so the parent called the
principal. The principal called me up, and I told the principal what I was teaching and that it was
a part of the AP Human Geography curriculum. I never heard anything more about it. The AP
standard is basically as urban populations move within a city, economic and social challenges
result, including issues related to housing and housing discrimination, such as redlining,
blockbusting, and affordability” (Bob, 2021).
In addition to being aware of parent and guardian complaints, consultants also paid close
attention to parents’ and guardians’ concerns. For example, Rosie tried to mitigate complaints by
sending permission slips home. Other consultants, like Voltaire, who taught at one of the most
diverse schools of the eight consultants, adapted his pedagogical decisions to fit his audience
when issues arose. As recounted in his educator profile, Voltaire once had a parent complain
after their child watched one of President Obama’s video addresses in class. According to the
parent, “their kid would not be indoctrinated by this socialist Kenyan,” and ultimately, Voltaire
stopped showing the president’s addresses (Voltaire, 2021). In another instance, Voltaire once
had a parent complain about a primary source activity in which students had to analyze political
cartoons. “This has been a few years ago, but I picked 16 political cartoons and put them up on
our online classroom learning platform. We went through the different political cartoons, and a
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parent counted all of them and said I presented ten liberal cartoons and six conservative cartoons.
So, they complained to my principal, saying that it was a biased activity. Honestly, when I put
them on the platform for the activity, I never thought about counting to have eight and eight. I
just thought it was an interesting cartoon like this cartoon intrigued me, and I thought maybe it
would intrigue the students and help to create discussion. I had no intent of bias, whether it was
subconscious or not, but I really had no intent of saying, ‘I’m trying to make it more one-sided or
unbalanced instruction’” (Voltaire, 2021).
Because Voltaire teaches at a more diverse school in West Virginia, his students’ parents
or guardians bring a unique perspective, especially regarding race and racism, shaping how
Voltaire approaches instruction. During the 2016 general election, Voltaire partnered with the
county clerk to help his AP Government students conduct exit polls. The county clerk was very
excited and even made students identification badges to wear as they interviewed people after
they voted. For each exit poll, the students had to record their data, and then afterward, the
students shared the data with the class and made predictions of how the election was going. At
the time, Voltaire had a Black student in the class. “Her mom contacted me and said, ‘I don’t
want my daughter to do this.’ I was shocked in a way, but as a parent, one of your jobs is to
protect your children. I just never thought about it like that, and she explained that she was afraid
for her daughter’s safety, especially when a Black girl would be asking political questions
outside of an election site. As a result, I gave her an alternative lesson to do, but it broke my
heart that here is a mom that feels like her daughter can’t do this activity because she was afraid
for her safety. I just felt awful as a teacher, too. I don’t want to put my students in any kind of
dangerous situation. I would feel horrible, and maybe that’s something that I should think about
more. Sometimes, you know, that maybe it’s different for some of my minority students. Maybe
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they don’t feel safe asking political questions in a public setting like that. So that was a lesson
learned for me” (Voltaire, 2021). In this instance, Voltaire engaged in personal reflection without
any prompting from me and vocalized an understanding of racialized power dynamics. He
became aware that students and families of color navigate public spaces in a very different way
than he as a white man can navigate those same spaces. He was also taking one of the first steps
in interrogating systems of oppression for people of color, and in naming whiteness as the
problem, individuals can work to dismantle it (Leonardo, 2009).
Until now, I have examined how macropolitics have shaped consultants’ understandings
of their sociopolitical contexts and how those complex contexts influence their thinking. We
have moved from the much larger forces, like the national rhetoric surrounding divisive concepts
laws and critical race theory, to the state and local forces influenced by these larger language
patterns, politics, and societal scripts. Throughout the above discussion, consultants have
engaged not only in reflection but often in an unconscious critical analysis of sociopolitical
contexts reminiscent of Powell’s (2007) framework of critical regionalism, which links local
concerns to broader patterns of politics, society, and culture. His framework also refocuses a
critical lens on regions as sites of continuously changing meaning, processes, and action.
Similarly, consultants have revealed a deep understanding of how macro-level sociopolitical
contexts are layered and intertwined, how those sociopolitical contexts have been constructed,
and how they both positively and negatively impact pedagogical decision making processes.
Now, we move on to consultants’ most immediate—and enmeshed—sociopolitical context: the
schools in which they teach.
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Micropolitics
Teaching does not take place in a vacuum. As we have seen so far in this chapter, the
eight consultants, all social studies teachers in West Virginia, have had to navigate complex,
overlapping, and yet simultaneously unique sociopolitical contexts. Although perhaps an
oversimplification, I have attempted to describe those complicated and nuanced contexts by
moving first through national, state, and then funneling down to local forces affecting how
consultants think about teaching race and racism. When discussing each sociopolitical layer,
consultants expressed specific ways those macro-level forces impacted their pedagogical
decision making processes when teaching about race and racism in the United States, which will
be discussed in detail in Chapter 6. Before moving to the consultants’ pedagogical decisions, we
turn to the consultants’ most immediate layer of sociopolitical contexts—the schools in which
they teach.
While macropolitics (Blase & Blase, 2002; Innaconne, 1975) encompasses the power
relations of educational entities at the local, state, and national levels, micropolitics (Innaconne,
1975) refers to the hierarchal structures found specifically inside school buildings. Innaconne
(1975) first introduced the term micropolitics to the field of education during a time when most
academics were concerned about broader structures of government and educational policy
created outside of schools. By the late 1980s, other educational scholars (Bacharach & Mitchell,
1987; Ball, 1987; Blase, 1987a; Hoyle, 1986) began to shift the paradigm to political activity
inside of schools, ushering in a new field of study called the micropolitics of education.
According to Ball (1987), the paradigm shift from the study of macropolitics to
micropolitics resulted from the need to examine the informal processes, procedures, and power
structures within schools that do not necessarily fit into traditional studies of organizational
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structures. Instead, micropolitical studies examine how everyday actions and interactions of
people in schools shape their environments, allowing scholars to understand the collective
constructions of sociopolitical contexts within individual schools (Blase & Anderson, 1995).
Because micropolitical studies examine “the complicated and dynamic nature of school life”
(Blase, 1991, p. 1), some of the most often-studied concepts in micropolitics are conflict,
cooperation, power, and influence. All four concepts of conflict, cooperation, power, and
influence encompass the hidden side of organizational structures, unlike policies and procedures
enacted upon educational spaces. As a result, “school micropolitics is about power and how
people use it to influence others and to protect themselves and their interests often leading to
overt or covert conflicts” (Saldivia & Anderson, 2016). Conflicts in schools can arise between
administrators, faculty, and staff. Conflicts can also materialize among administrators if more
than one leads the school, or they can form when faculty colleagues compete for influence over
decisions. Conflicts, however, can stem from both formal and informal processes and structures
as well as external or internal sociopolitical forces (Blase, 1991). In short, schools can be seen as
their own “arenas of struggle” (Ball, 1987, p. 19).
Because teachers must navigate the internally and externally politicized spaces of
schools, some scholars (Blase & Anderson, 1995; Curry et al., 2008; Keltchermans & Ballet,
2002a, 2002b) suggest teachers need to develop micropolitical literacy skills. According to
Keltchermans and Ballet (2002b), micropolitical literacy includes skills in which “teachers need
to ‘read’ the micropolitical reality and to ‘write’ themselves into it” (p. 756). In essence, teachers
form their capacity to understand their schools’ micropolitical reality and then develop ways to
not only navigate their workplaces but also influence their complex landscapes, which include
hierarchal positions of power, structural dynamics, diverse interests, and societal norms.
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Teachers who adopt a micropolitical literacy framework, consciously or unconsciously, can see
the sociopolitical context within their schools and read the micropolitical structures embedded in
their everyday lives to understand how internal conflicts will play out. Suppose teachers can
possess the skills associated with a micropolitical literacy framework. In that case, they will be
more likely to develop the capacity to influence conflicts and power dynamics within their
schools, and they are more likely to thrive in their jobs long-term (Ryan & Higginbottom, 2016).
Scholars (Blase & Anderson, 1995; Curry et al., 2008; Keltchermans & Ballet, 2002a, 2002b) in
the late 1990s and early 2000s who examined the framework of micropolitical literacy, however,
failed to apply a critical lens to power structures within schools, which would have further
challenged broader systems of oppression playing out in the micropolitical sphere of education.
In more recent years, educational scholars (Armstrong, Tuters, & Carrier, 2013; Pham,
2022; Ryan & Armstrong, 2016; Ryan & Higginbottom, 2016) have applied a micropolitical
framework to issues of marginalization, discrimination, and colonialism in schools, shifting the
focus from conflict to power relations. According to Ryan and Higginbottom (2016), a
micropolitical perspective can promote social justice, but it must take micropolitical studies a
step further to interrogate hierarchal systems of oppression enacted in schools and connect those
patterns to global structures of supremacy. In their edited collection of essays, which marries the
study of educational micropolitics with social justice education, Ryan and Armstrong (2016)
attempt to “draw attention to the ways in which social justice-minded leaders in educational
settings go about promoting social justice in environments that are not always friendly to these
sorts of initiatives” (p. xiv). In order for teachers to affect social change, they must adopt
micropolitical strategies to navigate their unique sociopolitical context and power dynamics
within their schools. They must also build coalitions among like-minded colleagues and students
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to promote the interests of marginalized peoples, especially the disenfranchised individuals
within their schools. Educators can challenge injustices by applying a social justice perspective
when interrogating the micropolitical structures in which they work because they are more likely
to affect change in spaces where they can leverage collective power. Ryan and Higginbottom
(2016) adopt the framework of micropolitical literacy, which they borrow from Kelchtermans
and Ballet (2002b), and pair it with the framework of critical literacy (Freire, 1970) to advocate
for a more critical reading of norms, power systems, and processes within schools.
In 2022, Pham conceptualized the analytic lens of racial micropolitical literacy to further
refine the process of “capturing the sociopolitical realities and micro-interactional processes of
teachers co-constructing student transformational resistance within context-specific
reproductions of racially unjust school spaces” (p. 2). She specifically applied the analytic lens of
racial micropolitical literacy to one Asian American teacher’s experiences of co-constructing
students’ liberatory educational opportunities in a Los Angeles middle school. Her study
revealed how teachers and students of color can, and have been, co-constructing transformational
resistance and developing supportive communities of color in which marginalized teachers and
students feel a sense of belonging. While this dissertation does not adopt a racial micropolitical
literacy framework, Pham’s (2022) new framework offers an essential perspective for justiceoriented teachers seeking to influence internal and external power structures at the micropolitical
level.
When examining how power dynamics and organizational structures in schools help to
create micro-sociopolitical contexts, we must first explore the administration’s influence over
school policy and procedures, which in turn affect all individuals in the school. Administrators
tend to set the tone for their schools based on individual managerial styles and decisions
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affecting faculty, staff, and students (Ball, 1987; Hoyle, 1999). Even though teachers often act as
leaders and their collective influence helps to establish power within school organizational
structures, to understand the culture of the school, we often have to look top-down from the
administration first before we can examine teacher autonomy as it presents within the politicized
space of schools (Becker, 1980; Blase, 1987; Blase & Anderson, 2005). In an example of setting
the tone, Harriet explained in her first interview, “Our principal has said that we’re not going to
get political, and we’re not going to be ugly. There are certain rules, and we’re going to be civil”
(2021). She explained her principal’s point of view after detailing the hostile situation with the
student who had tried to goad Harriet and the rest of the class into a political debate against
“liberal” teachers. Her principal’s civility rules helped her maintain respect when Harriet taught
about topics like race and racism in her history classes because students knew the administration
would not tolerate badgering or hateful speech.
Administrators’ policies, procedures, and decisions can greatly impact a school’s culture,
and their influence can significantly curb, as consultants have noted, an increase in racist
language across their various schools. In John’s educator profile in Chapter 4, for example, he
recounted the situation in fall 2021 when a group of students wrote the N-word on their shoes
and hung up racist images. His principal promptly addressed the issue over the intercom, which
let all faculty, staff, and students know that this behavior would not be tolerated. Then, the
principal disciplined the students accordingly. On the other hand, the school climate where Rosie
taught was more hostile, and over the last few years, she had witnessed an increase in students
using violent, racially-charged language. “Two years ago, right before the pandemic happened, I
had a Black student teacher who was collaborating with one of my special education teachers,
and one of the twelfth-grade students who was pretty vocal about his beliefs during class debates
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came into the classroom. The Black student teacher was in the classroom with me, and this
student, who works in our community currently, said, ‘Why is he here? Those people should be
hanging from trees.’ I was baffled. I did not take that as a learning opportunity. I immediately
removed the student from my class. We walked down to the office, and nothing was done. He
was sent directly back to my classroom, and the Black student teacher was removed from my
classroom the next day rather than the student. I was in shock. I was just in shock…Nothing is
being done about hateful language, but I hear it. And I will say something, or I’ll assign the
students a proper punishment, such as lunch detention, but I feel like the repeat offenses need to
be addressed by administrators. I’m not happy with what’s happening” (Rosie, 2021). Not only
does Rosie’s anecdote reveal her school’s climate as established by the administrator’s
expectations, or lack thereof, but it also can give us a glimpse into racist attitudes within the local
community she teaches. Because this male student also had said inappropriate things in class and
made other students uncomfortable, Rosie explained that she eventually called home because her
administrator refused to do so. In fact, “I had to be the one to reach out [not the administration],
and his parents didn’t seem too concerned. They said he’s just joking and kind of brushed it off.
They were upset that I kept up. They said I was picking on him, but I would just address the
issues as they were” (Rosie, 2021).
The use of derogatory language, including the N-word, seemed prevalent at many of the
consultants’ schools. In their individual interviews, five consultants mentioned students’ use of
the slur (David, 2021; Harriet, 2021; John, 2021; Rosie, 2021, 2022; Tom, 2022). In her first and
second interviews, Rosie maintained that students used the word in most school spaces, except
for her classroom, where it was not tolerated. During the follow-up interview, she recounted, “I
heard one of my students walking down the hallway, and I pulled him in during my planning
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period. He said, ‘Well, it’s February 28th. We can start using the N-word again tomorrow.’ I said,
‘I hope that you’re joking. But why? That is not funny.’ I sat him down, and he told me he was
embarrassed. I made him sit there, and I said, ‘I lecture and lecture about how this is not alright
even if you thought it was funny.’ I do think kids think joking about racism is alright, but I don’t
understand. I find humor in most things, but that’s something I don’t understand” (Rosie, 2022).
Bob also explained that two of his students were walking down the hallway at the beginning of
the school year in 2021, and one of them said the N-word as they walked by his room. Later in
November, according to Bob (2021), those same two boys were talking, “and one said, ‘He’s so
racist. It’s funny.’ I stopped what I was doing. I was not involved in the conversation. I just
overheard the comment. I just stopped what I was doing and said, ‘Hey, racism is never funny.
Ever.’ The student backpedaled then once I said something.”
David attributed his students’ use of the N-word to a lack of understanding because he
believed students in the surrounding rural community see poverty but have minimal experience
with students of another race. “It’s really interesting because I don’t feel like my white kids see
color with their friends that are of a different race. They view them exactly the same because
they’re all poor. For example, a kid who was white would call his white friends the N-word, and
none of them recognized why that was a big deal. I mean, not that we allowed him to call anyone
that. Of course, he got called out for it every time, and we reminded him that he had been written
up several times for saying that to other students. Then, he goes and calls one of the five Black
kids in our school the N-word, and the kid just recognized it right as it was coming out of his
mouth. So, he said, ‘Man, I didn’t mean to call you that. I didn’t mean it that way. I’m sorry.’
And the Black kid goes, ‘Why is it a big deal that you called me that?’ It was just one of those
things where I feel because the school was small and because the community is small and tight
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knit, everyone knows everything about everybody else. Sometimes they don’t see it as racism in
their community. Even the Black student didn’t recognize why that was a big deal because he
viewed himself as the same as everyone else and didn’t understand why the teachers were telling
the friend that you can’t call him that” (David, 2021). While his Black students may also
experience poverty like his white students, David’s analysis of this exchange may be a product of
his understanding of the world as a white social studies teacher, which may limit his ability to
see beyond his privilege, even if he does strive to enact racially just pedagogy (Chandler &
Branscombe 2015; Hawkman, 2020). Without hearing from the Black student directly, we do not
fully understand why he felt his white friend saying the N-word was not a big deal. His reaction
may have less to do with experiences with poverty and classism but, more likely, with
internalized racial oppression (Bailey, Yeh, & Madu, 2021). In the United States, Black
adolescents encounter at least five racist incidents daily (English et al., 2020). They also
experience racial discrimination more often than peers from other racial groups (Forrest-Bank &
Jenson, 2015).
According to David, his students’ understanding of diversity seemed to stem from
exposure, or lack thereof, to marginalized groups. For example, “Students [who identify as
heterosexual] are not bothered by the trans students at my school. They’re not bothered by the
gender nonbinary students. They’re not bothered by gender variance because they just see them
as someone as an equal to them in their community” (David, 2021). As a result, when students
have no experience with people from certain races, this is when students tend to use racially
charged language. “Now, students understand they should not say the N-word. They know they
are not to say that. But they don’t understand they shouldn’t say racial slurs toward Asian people
or, you know, grab their own eyes while using insensitive sayings that are blatantly racist. They
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think it’s OK because they are raised in a community where there are no Asian people. They do
not understand why that’s not appropriate, so we talk about it a lot in class” (David, 2021). In
addition to teaching about racist attitudes and behaviors, David taught about racist policies
throughout United States history, such as Japanese internment camps during World War II,
among others, in his social studies classes. After teaching about the policies, David then used
them to help develop students’ empathy and open up conversations about inappropriate behavior.
Because David’s students had little exposure to people of other races, they often did not
know how to operate in more diverse spaces. In David’s (2021) experience, “If you take these
students outside of our community, they tend to get a little hateful and nasty. They don’t
understand what they see in our school tends to not follow them outside. I’ve often had to talk
about race and racism on field trips. We went on a field trip during the summer several years
ago. A student on the bus said, ‘Look at this large group of Mexicans’ not really understanding
that was not something that you should say. One, you don’t have to point it out, and two, you
don’t need to identify a group of people by their ethnicity. That doesn’t need to happen. The kids
didn’t understand that. They were just like, ‘Oh, I’m just pointing out an observation that I’m
having.’ So, we had a conversation about it on the bus. We sat, and we talked about it. They
genuinely didn’t know. Still to this day, the student will say to others, ‘You better not say
anything racist around our teacher because he will give you a very long lesson about it.’”
Voltaire, who worked at one of the most diverse schools of the consultants I interviewed,
reported that his students tended to be more empathetic, and his school culture defied stereotypes
of Appalachians as racists (Billings, 2019). At Voltaire’s high school, which offers elective
social studies courses like Native American history and gender studies, there are more students
of color and more students representing different ethnicities, which is so unique for a high school
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in West Virginia that he has nicknamed it “the little United Nations” (Voltaire, 2021). In our first
interview, Voltaire explained that his PLC met earlier in the school day and discussed race and
racism. He recalled, “We discussed race and racism in our PLC meeting just today. It was really
interesting because my colleagues were talking about the other schools they worked at, and it’s
also been different at other schools I’ve worked at, too. I saw way more racism. I saw way more
influences from home about their attitudes towards race. At some of the schools the other
teachers worked at, there may be one Black kid in their classes, and they felt like it may be easier
for students there to be racist whenever there isn’t as much representation. Those kids don’t see
many students of color in their classes, and they don’t know anybody that is a different race than
themselves. I think students may be more emboldened because they don’t feel that they’re
offending anyone. At the school I work at now, I feel like we do have some diversity. And I
don’t see as much racism or derogatory language compared to what I saw at other schools or my
colleagues have seen at other schools. It feels like the students here aren’t emboldened. In my
experience, they are pretty tolerant students, whether it’s race, immigration status, or LGBTQ+
identities” (Voltaire, 2021).
Tom, who also worked at another diverse high school like Voltaire, explained that his
students seemed to be more aware of racial issues and even policed themselves in instances of
discrimination. He noted, “I’ve been in a lot of different schools over my career, and I’ve noticed
that ones that typically have an imbalance are schools that are like 95% white or something like
that. At those schools, you have to be a little bit more vocal about pointing out racism and talking
about why things aren’t acceptable. But, in a lot of the schools where it’s more racially diverse,
the kids police themselves. If you’re in a school that’s predominantly white, the kids don’t really
know how to talk about race as well because they’re just not around Black people. They just
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don’t have the worldview or the mindset of someone who comes from a more racially diverse
place. They’ll talk about things like free speech or bring up the Confederate flag. There, most of
the kids will be like, ‘Yeah, I should be able to wear it. It should be my right.’ It’s not offensive
if the kids there brought it up. At the school I’m at now, which is more diverse, Confederate
flags are banned. The other day, we were talking about the Civil War, and the topic of the
Confederate flag came up. All the kids in class agreed, ‘Oh yeah, we would never wear that
because it would just be really offensive to people who were Black.’ They just seemed to get it a
lot more…I’ve noticed that these kids have had a lot more of these conversations with their
peers” (Tom, 2022). The school cultures at Tom’s and Voltaire’s high schools reveal a more
nuanced view of our expectations of what Appalachian scholar Dwight Billings (2019)
sarcastically calls “Trumpalachia” (p. 38). According to Billings (2019), “Trumpalachia” is a
“media-constructed mythological realm, backward and homogenous” (p. 51) filled with
individuals who are not just peculiar (Shapiro, 1978) anymore but now “bitter, resentful, rightwing, and racist” (Billings, 2019, p. 51).
In addition to many students’ complicated understandings of broader systems of
oppression, consultants also discussed a disconnected relationship between the complex levels of
macropolitics with the micropolitics occurring in their schools. For example, Tom explained, “A
lot of what they [representatives in the West Virginia Legislature] pass at the state level is really
out of touch because people are going to teach what they’re going to teach. In their own
classrooms, they don’t pay much attention to what goes on at the state level. But, at the local
level, it doesn’t really seem like there’s as much controversy around it as there is on the Internet
or at the state level or at the federal level” (2021). Bob also listened to the West Virginia Public
Broadcasting radio station during the 2022 Legislative Session to get daily updates about
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legislative actions. One day, he heard a Republican representative talking about schools in West
Virginia and calling them “bastions of liberal indoctrination or something just as ludicrous as
that. And, I thought to myself, ‘Well, you don’t know very many schoolteachers in West
Virginia because the most conservative people I know in my personal life are all teachers at the
school I work at.’ They are way more conservative than I am and who, by the way, don’t usually
hold back on their political views in the classroom” (Bob, 2022a). Unlike Bob, none of his
colleagues rewatched instructional videos to ensure all the content was accurate yet not too
provocative to be accused of teaching critical race theory. In these two examples, both Tom and
Bob articulated how macropolitics from various layered levels influenced the micropolitics
occurring within the schools where they teach, even if teachers’ behaviors seem disconnected
from the dominant rhetoric.
During his tenure, Bob has found that few teachers at his high school teach about race or
racism. When he started teaching, Bob had a conversation with another white teacher who is on
the opposite end of the political spectrum and who had made a negative comment about race.
Bob (2021) stated, “He’s from this area. He was out of the area for about twenty years, teaching
in the South, where the Black community was much larger. Let me put it this way: I responded to
whatever the comment was that he made by explaining to him how and why Black members of
our society have been unable to accumulate wealth from generation to generation because racism
has a long history, whether it was being enslaved, or being sharecroppers, or being prohibited
from education. It was an interesting conversation because I am from a family who has lived in
the city for four generations, so it was easy for me to explain my experience in terms of my
ancestry and what that meant, especially the benefits that were accrued to me. There was nobody
who ever asked where I was going to college; it was just assumed.” In this example, Bob first
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reflected on his racial and class identities and then the privilege those identities contain within
dominant social hierarchies. Bob also juxtaposed his experiences with instances of
discrimination that people of color face to show how privilege and oppression operate. Bob’s
juxtaposition is a tool other white social studies teachers (Hawkman, 2020; Smith & Crowley,
2014) have used to explain various systems of oppression and hopefully make others see those
systems that so often go unmarked, especially in predominately white spaces like West Virginia
(Frankenberg, 1993; Smith, 2044).
According to Bob (2022a), the other teacher “actually listened more than anything else,
but we’ve never talked about the issue since. We really didn’t broach the subject again.” During
this situation, the other teacher had been outspoken compared to other faculty members, but Bob
thought there were also other older white men at his school who held the same beliefs. “They
justify their position by saying they never owned slaves, so how could they be racist? Or, their
parents never owned slaves, so how could they be racists? They’ve coached Black kids in the
past, so how could they be racist? That is the basis for their train of thought” (2021). Their
beliefs, again, reveal the privileged sidestepping of examining systemic white supremacy, even if
the teachers do not think they are being racist (Borsheim-Black, 2018).
A similar issue occurred at Rosie’s school this year. In her first and second interviews,
she indicated that violent, racially charged language was pervasive throughout her school; Rosie,
however, was not surprised that not much was being done to curb the hateful speech. “I’m not
surprised by it because some of our faculty here at my school, during faculty senate meetings,
have tried to address this hate speech that’s going on in our classrooms and the hallways.
Nothing is being done, and sometimes the faculty use the same hateful language” (Rosie, 2021).
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From Harriet’s perspective, she also saw a disconnect between social studies educators at
the elementary and secondary levels. “I also think we’re fighting a negative narrative with
students’ previous history education—if students get any previous history education, that is. And
I don’t want to throw elementary educators under the bus, but they have very little understanding
of American history. So, they tend to revert back to how they were taught history in school. They
do things like make turkeys out of their hands and think they’ve really taught their students about
the first Thanksgiving. And, they teach things that are so factually inaccurate or things that have
happened that they’ve missed. So, I have to dispel a lot of misinformation and fight that incorrect
narrative because they don’t know any different” (Harriet, 2022b).
Similarly, David pointed out in his second interview, which took place several weeks
after the 2022 Legislative Session ended, “I think a lot of people think teachers are like-minded,
and that’s not the case. I work in a school where a lot of people feel like [race and racism] should
not be talked about. I work in a kindergarten through eighth-grade building, and I know I talked
about that in my other interview. The elementary teachers do not think about this stuff while
they’re teaching. They think about delivering math instruction, but they never think about critical
thinking. They never think about being able to analyze a nonfiction or informative text and be
able to think about what they just read or taught…I feel like [our school’s elementary teachers]
teach in a colorblind classroom where they don’t want to even talk about it” (David, 2022).
During this part of our interview, David identified one of the most detrimental
approaches to discussing race with young children: pretending to be colorblind, or what
McIntyre (1997a, 1997b, 2002) calls race-evasiveness. According to Flanagan and Hindley
(2017), young children use observational skills to identify, sort, and classify objects, and children
apply these same developmental skills to understand how people interact. “At the same time,
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children are receiving and processing meta-messages—those conscious and subconscious ideas
and beliefs—from external influences including parents, peers, their neighborhood and
community, and media” (Flanagan & Hindley, 2017, p. 64). It is through this process that young
children learn to identify what is considered “normal” (Flanagan & Hindley, 2017, p. 64) as well
as understand who holds privilege and power in society. As a result, children are not colorblind.
They do pick up unconscious bias and attitudes (Tatum, 2017). By not acknowledging and
discussing differences in age-appropriate conversations for children, we fail to promote positive
identity development. The common messages of “we are all friends” or “we are all the same”
confuse children who experience racial inequality, whether the adults feel comfortable admitting
it or not. Instead, age-appropriate conversations acknowledging and interpreting differences
encourage students to develop respect and appreciation for others and help students from
historically marginalized groups to develop positive self-worth (Flanagan & Hindley, 2017).
Throughout the interviews, consultants revealed micropolitical realities that were more
nuanced despite the dominant narrative surrounding divisive concepts laws and critical race
theory. The consultants revealed they are the exception to the rule regarding teaching about race
and racism. Only a few of their colleagues, if any, attempted to teach about the historical, social,
political, or cultural determinants of race and, by extension, racism. Many felt they had the
autonomy to choose topics in their classrooms, but their pedagogical freedom may have been
stifled by parent or guardian complaints, administrative oversite, or fears of retribution. As a
result, consultants highlighted how their school cultures had varying degrees of influence over
how they confronted racism in their pedagogy.
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GRAPPLING WITH PROFESSIONAL NEUTRALITY
Each consultant’s worldview and their layered, interconnected understanding of
sociopolitical contexts played a crucial role in determining consultants’ ideological stance when
teaching about race and racism. In this study, many consultants tried to navigate these various
sociopolitical contexts by being professionally neutral. According to Kelly and Brandes (2001),
neutrality is “the idea that teachers should not express their views to their students or weigh in on
any particular side during class discussions or debates of social issues” (p. 452). More to the
point, Hawkman (2017), who studied white social studies education students’ racial standpoints
and their pedagogical decision making, contends neutrality has been “the classic standby for
educators” (p. 41). She found that even the best-intentioned social studies teacher education
students, all of whom were white and some of whom identified as antiracists, were all shaped by
dominant narratives of whiteness. Unsurprisingly, some of the teacher education students in her
study still used their positions of privilege to sidestep racial justice issues in the classroom. Even
the National Council for Social Studies had historically remained neutral and avoided addressing
either race or racism in their official position statements until 2018 (Demoiny, 2020). In this
dissertation, many consultants also grappled with ideologies associated with professional
neutrality. They revealed a cognitive dissonance between a desire to enact critical pedagogy
(Kincheloe, McLaren, Steinberg, & Monzo, 2017) in their social studies classrooms while also
maintaining their positionalities of privilege.
Consultants’ cognitive dissonance usually presented in interviews when they would
explain the need for critical pedagogy at one point during the conversation, but at another point,
they reverted to the safety of neutrality. Consultants’ attempts to protect themselves socially and
possibly psychologically may have developed because “within their insulated environment of
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racial privilege, whites both expect racial comfort and become less tolerant of racial stress”
(DiAngelo, 2011, p. 100). For example, in our first interview, John (2021) explained, “I worry
about getting parent phone calls or negative feedback from students…I do sometimes worry
about that. I typically prefaced topics by stating that I’m just giving them the facts and what I’m
presenting is meant to educate them, not to influence their opinions. Anyway, racism is not a
political issue; it’s a societal, cultural, and economic issue. And I make sure the kids understand
that we’re not debating a political issue. It’s about our society.” In this part of the interview, we
see some conflicting language. On the one hand, John expressed the importance of examining
racism in the classroom, but on the other hand, he stressed to students that racism is not a
political issue. It may not be a political issue in that racism is unequivocally wrong and thus,
elicits no partisan debate, but racism is indeed a political issue because historical and
contemporary laws are rooted in white supremacy.
Also, the idea that social studies teachers should just present the facts feeds into the myth
of a neutral historical narrative when, in fact, current curricula and textbooks continue to reflect a
dominant white narrative perpetuating white privilege (Kenyon, 2020). Since the beginning of
the study of history, historians have acted like mapmakers “who, in order to produce a usable
drawing for practical purposes, must first flatten and distort the shape of the earth, then choose
out of the bewildering maps of geographic information those things needed for the purpose of
this or that particular map” (Zinn, 2015, p. 8). Applying historian Howard Zinn’s (2015)
metaphor of historian as cartographer to social studies education, Kenyon (2020) explains that
educators who adopt language, like “just the facts,” to support the myth of a neutral historical
narrative reinforce whiteness and decenter marginalized narratives because history has long been
distorted with dominant interests in mind, especially whiteness.
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Beyond the realm of the social sciences, historians in the humanities have also analyzed
the power and the production of history, revealing the truly subjective nature of studying
historical events (Gaddis, 2002; Novick, 1988; Trouillot, 1995). Military historian John Lewis
Gaddis (2002) also draws upon the metaphor of historian as cartographer because, as he explains,
both professions “reduce the infinitely complex to a finite, manageable, frame of reference” (p.
32). He suggests that the study of history is an attempt at recapturing a sense of the whole
because the past can never be the whole. Instead, like cartographers, historians must distill
people’s experiences in which the past is a landscape, and history is the way historians represent
the past, the way a cartographer represents the landscape on a map. Gaddis acknowledges,
though, that “there’s no such thing as a single correct map” (p. 33). There are countless
representations of past events and various stories to tell about those events. Because historians
make many choices to recreate the past, the production of history, and the power associated with
making those choices, it is important to understand who gets represented and who gets silenced
in the historical narrative. Trouillot (1995) examines the process of historical production and
recognizes four crucial moments where historians make choices about what and who to include
in the narrative: “the moment of fact creation (the making of sources); the moment of fact
assembly (the making of archives); the moment of fact retrieval (the making of narratives); and
the moment of retrospective significance (the making of history in the final instance)” (Trouillot,
1995, p. 26). As a result, power, and I would argue privilege, too, enters historical production at
multiple moments and from different angles throughout the process. The production of history is
undeniably subjective, but from the 1880s to the 1960s, historians had been preoccupied with
establishing objectivity as the central norm of the historical profession, especially in the United
States (Novick, 1988). Beginning in the latter half of the 20th century, however, historians have
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come to problematize objectivity leading to a paradigm shift in who gets to write history and
who gets to be represented in the narrative. Thus, objectivity in history is just that—a dream—
but whether it is a “noble dream” (Novick, 1988, p. 396) is beyond the scope of this paper.
After providing conflicting statements in his interview about the myth of the neutral
narrative, John gave glimpses of critical pedagogy, so before we ended, I asked if he considered
himself an antiracist teacher. John (2021) responded, “Yes. I wear a Black Lives Matter bracelet
at school and have no issues. The kids give me props for it.” But then, he added, “My goal is not
to influence kids. My goal is to inform them about things that have happened, and I hope they
have a better understanding about how discrimination has had a negative impact” (John, 2021).
Although John taught about discrimination, in this instance, he did not evidence a critical
pedagogy or even an antiracist pedagogy, which is “an active rejection of the institutional and
structural aspects of race and racism and explains how racism is manifested in various spaces,
making the social construct of race visible” (King & Chandler, 2016, p. 4). Instead, John
manipulated what Hawkman (2017) calls the on/off switch of white antiracism, in which white
allies can claim an antiracist identity and employ antiracist strategies when needed. Still, they
also have the privilege of not enforcing antiracism when uncomfortable, threatened, or
uninterested. King and Chandler (2016) call this traditional ideology among social studies
teachers “non-racism” (p. 4), which encompasses passive behaviors and discourses to condemn
racism but stops short of challenging more comprehensive systems of domination. To rectify the
problems perpetuated by a non-racist ideology, King and Chandler (2016) argue that social
studies teachers should adopt an antiracist stance by utilizing racial pedagogical content
knowledge (Chandler, 2015). Racial pedagogical content knowledge encompasses several
principles, such as centering marginalized narratives historically omitted from the curriculum,
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fostering critical thinking skills to interrogate power structures, marking examples of racism,
including stereotypes and microaggressions, and promoting resistance to racial bias (Chandler,
2015; King & Chandler, 2016).
Some consultants also revealed a disconnect between their statements about systems of
oppression and their practices when encountering those topics in the classroom. In the same first
interview, John, who taught high-school sociology and psychology, explained he once had a
student whose parent was a correctional officer at one of the nearby federal prisons. The student
defended the parent, so John backed off on more critical examinations of law enforcement. Now,
“When I talk about issues with law enforcement and race, I preface the conversation. I think
something that I've found that is really important is you just have to preface and give context.
You have to tell the kids that we're just talking about this. I'm not telling you my opinion. I'm not
telling you what your opinion needs to be. When I talk about the police, I say not all police
officers are doing these [violent, racial] things. Just recently, I saw on the news that the police
chief put a KKK [Ku Klux Klan emblem] on one of his officers’ jackets. So, I tell kids when it
comes to police and law enforcement; it’s not every police officer. Not all police officers are
racist, so I try to make sure I say those types of things to soften any type of what could be
perceived as criticism” (John, 2021). The contradiction between wanting to teach about racial
discrimination but not critically examining institutionalized racism in law enforcement is evident
in John’s comments. Even though John explained why he began to couch conversations about
law enforcement in ambivalence, his comments are evidence of Chandler and Branscombe’s
(2015) “White Social Studies” (p. 61), an enacted pedagogical construct in which white social
studies teachers refuse to discuss race-relations in their classrooms explicitly. As we will see in
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later chapters, John does engage with critical pedagogy, but his choice not to address systemic
racism becomes a missed opportunity to interrogate institutionalized racism.
David also adopted some conflicting language in interviews, but he did not seem to
sidestep critical examinations of racism, as described by Chandler and Branscombe (2015).
During our first interview, I asked David if he identified as an antiracist teacher. He responded,
“I would identify myself as a staunch antiracist individual my whole life. I grew up in the punk
rock and metal community, and antiracism was very much a topic that was brought up. It was
something that people talked about very clearly. I was part of some organizations that passed out
pamphlets, so it’s something that’s always been in the forefront of my mind” (David, 2012). He
then adopted more neutral rhetoric, saying, “I will never tell my students what way I lean
politically, ever. I make sure that I bash one side, and then I bash the other, so I don’t want them
to ever know where I’m at. However, I want them to know that I am an antiracist and racism is
not tolerated in my room. That is why we talk about every ethnicity and every culture and every
viewpoint of things that have happened and not just teach it from the Texas-written, white
textbook” (David, 2021).
In this instance, David was aware that the white narrative is the dominant narrative, and it
is found in most social studies textbooks, which often emulate whatever white-washed textbook
Texas decides to approve because the state has such overwhelming influence over textbook
publishers throughout the United States (Loewen, 2007). By bashing both sides, to use David’s
words, he may have inadvertently adopted the white pedagogical construct of ambivalence
(Borsheim-Black, 2018) so as not to threaten students, create conflict between himself and
students, or even create conflict between himself and parents or guardians. Not threatening
students appeared to be one of David’s predominant motivating pedagogical considerations,
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mainly when he previously discussed his fear of losing his platform earlier in this chapter. In
turn, David’s pedagogical ideology to critique both sides may suggest that some issues, like
discrimination, can become a matter of opinion (Borsheim-Black, 2018). Moreover, the nonthreatening, teetering on ambivalent tone (Borsheim-Black, 2018), may perpetuate the dominant
white narrative by inadvertently presenting both sides as neutral (Kenyon, 2020).
In addition to engaging the myth of a neutral narrative at times, almost all consultants
employed the myth of an unbiased, or even objective, classroom (Giroux, 1981). In fact, many
consultants made sure to mention in at least one if not both of their interviews that they do not
reveal their political affiliation. Tom, who taught at a more diverse high school, acknowledged
that he is never “politically aggressive” (Tom, 2022) in the classroom, even though he facilitates
critical conversations. Susan, who taught eighth-grade West Virginia studies, recalled, “When I
was taking my methods and materials course for my teaching certification, I was sitting there.
My professor looked at us, and I will never forget this. He said, ‘You are all very opinionated
people. You have to be because you’re going into social studies. You need to realize, though,
that you need to check those opinions and biases at the door. You don’t have opinions, and you
don’t have biases anymore.’ And to me, that is one of the most important things. As a social
studies teacher, you have to walk in every day, and you have to act like you don’t have any
opinions and you don’t have any biases about anything because you’re not supposed to give your
opinion. You’re supposed to help students form their own” (Susan, 2021). Rosie, who taught
high school world history and civics courses, explained in her second interview that she often
uses Socratic seminars, but “I try to stay out of it because I know that sometimes my opinion
might pop up, so I tried to prevent that because I don’t want to share my opinion” (Rosie, 2022).
Even though Rosie directly confronted racism in her school and adopted a racially-just
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pedagogy, as we have seen earlier in this chapter, she also used the more traditional and socially
accepted myth of the unbiased classroom in this part of the second interview.
When engaging with the myth of the unbiased classroom, consultants often mentioned
that they do not like to reveal their political affiliation. For example, while we will see David’s
use of counternarratives and critical pedagogy in Chapter 6, he doubled down on neutrality in his
second interview, stating, “I won’t ever say Republican or Democrat or conservative or liberal. I
never say those words because I don’t want students to get them mixed up because they
definitely have preconceived notions on one or the other” (David, 2022). Bob (2021) also noted,
“I don’t think it’s my job to indoctrinate students in a political way, or in any way, shape, or
form. I’ve really tried to, especially in my AP Government class, be wary of that. I love it when I
get to the end of the year, and my kids finally ask me, ‘What are you?’ And I ask them to tell me
what they think I am. And they’re completely wrong most of the time, which is great. It just tells
me that they’re making assumptions based on my history as a veteran and probably other stuff,
too. I feel like I’ve done a good job that I’ve been able to present all this information without sort
of railing against one political party or the other.” Voltaire, who taught at the most diverse school
of all the consultants, said he was proud to teach about race and racism, but he also revealed, “I
have always prided myself on being the devil’s advocate, whether I believe it or not. I try to push
the students to clarify their points of view. I’ll take the opposite side no matter what…I always
take great pride when my students graduate, and they are dying to know if I am conservative or
liberal. They don’t have a clue. That says I did a good job. I’m taking both sides of things
because it confuses them” (Voltaire, 2021).
Lastly, Harriet, who taught at a virtually all-white high school, intoned both myths when
discussing her pedagogy. She explained, “I don’t talk about who I voted for. I don’t talk about
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politics; even in politics class, we don’t dive into controversial issues…It’s more about looking
at things critically. Let’s read the documents. Let’s understand people’s lives” (Harriet, 2021). In
this example, Harriet employed the myth of the unbiased classroom by clarifying that she does
not talk about politics. Schools, however, are inherently political sites (Hess & McAvoy, 2015).
Having an utterly objective space is impossible in any context and not necessarily desirable when
considering Hess and McAvoy’s (2015) argument that social studies teachers should explore
individuals’ political motives throughout history. They contend that social studies classrooms do
not have to be partisan to be political. In fact, social studies classrooms should be political when
students discuss the role citizens have in a democratic nation (Hess & McAvoy, 2015).
Additionally, part of truly understanding democracy in the United States is critically examining
its economic, political, and historical foundations, which rests firmly on settler colonialism and
white racial domination (Gibson, 2020).
In the same interview, Harriet further emphasized her goals of objectivity and neutrality.
“The biggest compliment I can get is when some of the most conservative people in our
community are the ones that will be the most vocal about defending me, saying, ‘She’s a great
teacher. She supports her students in their own critical thinking and their own journey. She puts
all the different viewpoints out there and lets the students come to their own conclusions’”
(Harriet, 2021). Even with the best intentions, Harriet employed the myth of the unbiased
classroom and the myth of a neutral narrative in this explanation. In doing so, she may have
inadvertently perpetuated the ideology that all spaces, classrooms included, should be bias-free
zones when, in fact, all contexts, all stories, and all lessons are products of socially constructed
norms (Flanagan & Hindley, 2017). Rather than focusing on the fallacy of classrooms as neutral
or unbiased spaces, Kenyon (2020) argues that social studies educators must acknowledge that
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bias exists because “social studies is about understanding the world, interrogating our ideas and
beliefs, [and] deliberating with others about how to make the world better” (p. 672). Second, in
her explanation, Harriet claimed to present both sides of an issue, yet in both her interviews and
the focus group interview, she gave no evidence of giving both sides of, say, the issue of slavery.
In other words, she does not promote the ideology that the Civil War was fought over state’s
rights. Even Harriet’s perceived belief that she always presents both sides of a historical issue is
problematic because that would mean she also presented both sides as equally valid or
acceptable. Since the beginning of textbook publishing, though, the dominant narrative in social
studies textbooks has been white, European, and male. It is through this representation that
textbooks imply all white voices as objective while simultaneously discrediting voices of color.
Centering the white European experience in social studies textbooks standardizes the narrative as
normal and good by which all other experiences are measured. As a result, the dominant white
narrative absolves all white people throughout history, especially when couched in the language
of the distant past, as if history no longer affects our lives today. Do I think Harriet invokes the
dominant white narrative to silence marginalized voices? No, and as we will see in Chapter 6,
she readily incorporates counternarratives to highlight the experiences of people of color.
However, her choice of language, or “presenting both sides and letting students choose,” may be
problematic given the dominant white narrative and its traditional label as being objective.
Social studies classrooms, like all spaces, are not neutral (Pang, Rivera, & Gillette, 1998).
All educational spaces are situated within broader cultural, political, and historical contexts
shaping everything concerning education, from curriculum to policies to teaching practices
(Apple, 2004). In short, politics affect every aspect of education, including what and how
educators teach and, vice versa, what and how students learn. The teachers caught up in
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education politics are also products of these various sociopolitical forces. Consultants
acknowledged in their interviews that their classrooms seemed increasingly politicized in recent
years, and researchers Dunn, Sondel, and Baggett (2018) similarly reported that the current
climate for teachers is particularly stressful. Many teachers who participated in their 2018 study
experienced various pressures from colleagues, parents, guardians, administrators, and district
officials. They also noted a lack of public trust, diminishing autonomy, and an overall
deprofessionalization for educators. As a result, teachers in their study felt pressured to remain
neutral in their classrooms, especially after the 2016 election. It seems like the political climate
has gotten no easier to navigate four years later. In her second interview after the 2022
Legislative Session, Harriet (2022a) admitted, “It’s really hard right now. This is a really hard
time to be a social studies teacher.”
In reaction to the increasing politicization of classrooms, consultants in this dissertation
consequently grappled with the issue of professional neutrality, and many considered it the right
thing to do. For example, Harriet was influenced by her administrator’s policy that no teachers or
students were to discuss controversial topics in the classroom. Susan, in another example, wanted
to emulate her teacher education professor, who espoused traditional views of social studies
education when she was in college. Still others, like Rosie, Voltaire, John, and David, were
influenced by anticipated complaints from students, parents, guardians, administrators, and even
the public, given the rise in incendiary rhetoric concerning the teaching of race and racism.
However, choosing neutrality in the classroom is a political choice (Apple, 2004; Pang, Rivera,
& Gillette, 1998). Whether teachers present both sides of a historical issue as unbiased or refuse
to discuss controversial topics in United States history, they can unconsciously fall into an
ideological “trap” (Bartolomé, 2008, p. ix), hiding potentially oppressive beliefs and practices.
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Unfortunately, choosing neutrality often supports the social status quo and may further
marginalize many students (Dunn, Sondel, & Baggett, 2018).
SUMMARY
This chapter explored consultants’ sociopolitical contexts in detail and how those
contexts influenced the way they thought about teaching race and racism. At the broadest level,
consultants discussed macro-sociopolitical patterns at national and state levels with some
concern. During the 2021-2022 school year, consultants wanted to continue teaching about race
and racism. Still, many felt pressured, to varying degrees, by the growing misconceptions about
critical race theory and the alarming rhetoric used against racially informed pedagogy.
Consultants’ concerns were significantly heightened during the 2022 Regular Session of the
West Virginia Legislature, which introduced numerous critical race theory and divisive concepts
bills curtailing, if not outright criminalizing, the teaching of race and racism. Although only one
of the proposed bills passed, many consultants still felt uneasy to teach about race and racism,
fearing students, families, or community members would retaliate. At the micro-level,
consultants discussed how school culture had a major impact on how colleagues and students
viewed racism, which affected what the consultants needed to confront in their classrooms.
As a result of organizational structures’ interconnectedness and their associated processes
and practices, consultants often held similar pedagogical ideologies, which presented as
grappling with professional neutrality (Dunn, Sondel, & Baggett, 2018; Kelly & Brandes, 2001).
At one point or another in the interviews, all consultants espoused one if not two traditional
ideologies pervasive in social studies education. One is the myth of a neutral historical narrative
perpetuated by language, such as “just presenting the facts” and an avoidance of uncomfortable
topics requiring deeper discussions of race relations (Chandler & Branscombe, 2015; Kenyon,
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2020). The second is the myth of an unbiased, or even objective, classroom (Giroux, 1981;
Kenyon, 2020), which is a fallacy given that classrooms are inherently political sites because
education, like everything else, is political. All consultants, however, are participating in this
dissertation because they genuinely want to teach about racial injustices in the United States’
past and present. Thus, their cognitive dissonance reveals how consultants are also products of
their sociopolitical contexts, even when maintaining agency over their own classrooms.
Consequently, consultants’ contexts and considerations profoundly impact the pedagogical
decisions they enact every day. Next, Chapter 6 discusses consultants’ pedagogical decisions,
including their instructional goals and practices.
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CHAPTER 6: EDUCATORS’ PEDAGOGICAL DECISIONS
In Chapter 5, I examined how eight social studies teachers in West Virginia navigated
both the macro- and micropolitical landscapes of education and how their interconnected,
layered, and nevertheless, unique contexts influenced their pedagogical considerations. Chapter 6
now shifts from consultants’ contexts and considerations to their pedagogical decisions,
particularly focusing on instructional goals and practices. The previous chapter centered on
contextualizing consultants’ praxis and continues to frame this chapter’s discussion of
consultants’ pedagogical decisions and their decision making processes. Sociopolitical contexts
remain just as relevant to what is taught in the classroom as they are to how consultants
conceptualized their teaching practices. Furthermore, their sociopolitical contexts undergird how
all consultants thought about their teaching and ultimately how they chose to approach the
teaching of race and racism with their students.
During the first-round, second-round, and focus group interviews, consultants detailed
their instructional goals and practices when I asked how they taught about race and racism.
Based on the consultants’ responses, I identified and organized consultants’ pedagogical
decisions into the two thematic categories of instructional goals and pedagogical approaches.
Despite shifting sociopolitical contexts, consultants’ instructional goals and practices when
teaching about race and racism had many similarities. Then, I classified consultants’ instructional
goals into the three more specific themes of broadening students’ perspectives, fostering
students’ critical thinking skills, and preparing students for democratic citizenship in their
classrooms. Second, I further distilled consultants’ pedagogical approaches into three emergent
themes, including the critical analysis of documents, the use of counternarratives, and conducting
critical conversations in the classroom. By categorizing consultants’ pedagogical decisions into
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instructional goals and approaches and then further breaking down the two categories into
specific emergent themes, I could then discuss commonalities and nuances among the eight
consultants.
The previous chapter mainly addressed Research Question 3: How do eight social studies
educators in West Virginia navigate the process of creating a more racially just pedagogy all the
while contending with the sociopolitical contexts within contemporary Appalachia and the
United States? This chapter primarily addresses Research Questions 1 and 2: 1) How do eight
social studies educators in West Virginia teach about race and racism?, and 2) What are the eight
educators’ thinking processes as they make pedagogical decisions concerning the topics of race
and racism? Research Question 1 shifts focus from how consultants constructed their
understanding of the sociopolitical contexts in which they teach to the actual pedagogical
decisions they made in the classroom. Research Question 2 illuminates consultants’ thinking
processes that bridge their constructions of sociopolitical contexts with the actions they take in
the classroom when teaching about race and racism. As in Chapters 4 and 5, I rely heavily on
consultants’ interview responses to support interpretive analysis (Denzin, 1996; Lassiter, 2005)
of individual pedagogical decision making processes as well as utilize direct quotes from
interviews as thick descriptions (Geertz, 1973) to reconstruct consultants’ decision making
processes and to better understand their thinking and actions.
The concept of pedagogical decision making grew out of cognitive psychology and
behavioral psychology studies as more educational researchers began to examine the complexity
of classrooms and their various influences (Jackson, 1968; Shavelson & Stern, 1981; Westerman,
1991). The resulting paradigm shift transferred focus from observable behaviors to analyses of
educators’ underlying motivations (Perfecto, 2012). Scholars such as Shavelson and Stern (1981)
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began synthesizing studies involving pedagogical decision making and problem solving to better
understand how teachers integrate information about teaching contexts, students, the classroom,
and subject matter. They argue, “in order to understand teaching, teachers’ goals, judgments and
decisions must be understood, especially in relation to teachers’ behavior and classroom context”
(Shavelson & Stern, 1981, p. 459). Their model of pedagogical decision making identifies
several essential factors that affect teachers’ thinking processes and pedagogical decisions. Some
influential factors include information about students, the nature of the instructional task,
individual differences between teachers, and institutional constraints. In addition to being
informed by many different social, political, and economic forces, pedagogical decision making
is also a multi-step process involving preactive, interactive, and postactive considerations. As a
result of this multi-step process, educators are continuously weighing options, discerning
outcomes, and reflecting on their practices, which are situated within broader sociopolitical
contexts (Jackson, 1968; Westerman, 1991).
Momanu (2012) further emphasizes the impact sociopolitical contexts have on
pedagogical decision making by building upon Houssaye’s (1993) triangle model of pedagogical
interaction. Houssaye’s (1993) pedagogical triangle identifies three essential pedagogical
processes, including teaching (as teacher interacts with knowledge), learning (as student interacts
with knowledge), and training (as teacher interacts with student). The model may allow for a
somewhat nuanced analysis of the relationship between teaching, learning, and training, but
teacher training is not the sole contextual influence on teachers’ pedagogy. Consequently,
Houssaye’s (1993) model decontextualizes pedagogical practices when, in fact, pedagogy is a
result of overlapping and interacting social, political, and economic forces. In order to more
authentically examine the competing influences on pedagogical decision making, Momanu

202

(2012) argues that we must recognize, “There is an external context (historical, socio-cultural,
technical, scientific, etc.) for the production and communication of knowledge, but also a
psychological and epistemological internal context, subtle and difficult to control and, at the
same time, so important in the pedagogical reconstruction of knowledge” (p. 53). In other words,
educators’ sociopolitical constructs significantly impact their pedagogical decision making
processes and ultimately affect what and how they teach.
More recently, Andrea Hawkman (2017, 2019) connects the concept of pedagogical
decision making to racial justice pedagogy and identifies what she calls racial pedagogical
decision making. She explains that racial pedagogical decision making “refers to the ways that
teachers engage in pedagogical decision making when exploring racialized content with attention
to the reality that their classroom, students, content, and themselves are situated within racialized
contexts” (Hawkman, 2019, para. 9). Not only do sociopolitical contexts influence teachers’
decision making, but their racial identity, their students’ racial identities, and systems of racial
dominance all affect how teachers view their content and how they plan to teach it. Hawkman
(2019) specifically examines the racial pedagogical decision making of one high school social
studies teacher who purposefully centers discussions of race and racism in his classroom. She
found that the teacher maintained a deep understanding of historical, racialized content
knowledge and utilized critical pedagogy and racial identity development. Yet even with the best
intentions, the teacher also enacted “White Social Studies, or pedagogical practices rooted in
white supremacy, as conceptualized by Chandler and Branscombe (2015, p. 61).
Because Hawkman (2017, 2019) found social studies teachers are still entwined with
dominant racial ideologies directly tied to white hegemony even if they articulated racial justice
as a pedagogical goal, she concludes all teachers will conduct their own racial pedagogical
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decision making with different goals in mind and to varying degrees of racial equity. Each social
studies teacher, to some degree, will unconsciously adopt dominant ideology because they are
products of the same societal power structures. The variance associated with racial pedagogical
decision making is also indicative of the myriad influences, including subject content, dominant
curricula narratives, teaching context, teacher identity, and students’ identities, on teachers’
pedagogies. This dissertation does not seek to critically analyze consultants’ racial pedagogical
decision making, but Hawkman’s (2017, 2019) concept serves as a frame of reference and
informs this research as eight social studies teachers in West Virginia make pedagogical
decisions when teaching about race and racism to predominantly white students.
INSTRUCTIONAL GOALS
One significant component of consultants’ decision making processes was setting
instructional goals. According to Woods (1996), who examined language teachers’ planning
procedures and decision making processes in a longitudinal study, mapping and structuring are
two essential elements in teachers’ planning process. Mapping involves the timing of
instructional units. Structuring involves educators’ planning procedures in which they engage in
a multi-step process to identify course goals and then link the classroom lessons and activities to
the identified learning objectives. Woods (1996) mentions that several factors affect teacher
decision making but does not categorize or expand on them. Seeking to extend Wood’s model
for pedagogical decision making, Perfecto (2012) explicitly studies the contextual factors
impacting teachers as they make decisions and reveals that goal setting is particularly difficult
when teachers feel constrained by contextual factors, whether that be prescribed curriculum,
access to materials, or administrative expectations.
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Not discussed in traditional pedagogical decision making studies is the prevalence of
racial power structures in all aspects of education, which Hawkman (2017, 2019) argues is also a
contextual factor for teachers’ pedagogical decision making. Since social studies teachers operate
within dominant power structures, they often unconsciously adopt dominant racial ideologies,
which must be confronted for teachers to enact racial justice pedagogy effectively. Additional
scholars (Castro, Hawkman, & Diaz, 2015; Howard, 2004; Martell, 2013) have also investigated
social studies teachers’ pedagogical decision making processes when teaching about race and
racism, but they do not often distinguish between teachers’ goal setting and instructional
practices. For this dissertation, I discuss consultants’ goals and practices separately because
while the two steps of the decision making process are self-informing, I saw a distinct difference
in the language the consultants used between what they hoped for students to gain versus what
they did in the classroom. Likewise, I realized consultants thought about the teaching of race and
racism in different ways, and how they taught about these topics was varied and nuanced. In
other words, consultants enacted racial justice pedagogy to varying degrees of effectiveness and
depth.
Broadening Perspectives
When consultants discussed their instructional goals, or what they hoped students gained
from their social studies courses, many expressed a desire to broaden their students’
perspectives. As discussed in Chapters 4 and 5, six out of the eight consultants used words like
insular, homogenous, poor, and rural to describe their teaching contexts. Only two consultants
categorized their schools as diverse for West Virginia, a state where 93.5% of people identify as
white (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020). And, whether they were currently teaching in a more diverse
school or not, nearly all consultants described students’ enacted racism or a lack of
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administrative support in combating racist language and behavior. In fact, consultants suggest
that students as well as the adults in their lives, including family, friends, and even other faculty
members at consultants’ schools, did not understand that their hateful language was
discriminatory and oppressive.
Because consultants believed many students in West Virginia had limited interactions
with people of color and consequently felt emboldened to use prejudiced language, consultants
felt that broadening students’ perspectives was an essential first step in just having them
recognize that people of color existed and often did not fit within harmful, pervasive stereotypes.
For example, Harriet, who taught at a virtually all-white school and whose students have
Confederate flags set as their computer wallpapers, is well-aware of the dominant ideologies in
her rural community. In her perspective, teaching about race and racism is difficult work, so she
has come to recognize, “I can’t change all minds and all hearts, but I can plant seeds” (Harriet,
2022b). Even Voltaire and Tom, the two consultants who taught with more diverse populations,
expressed their desire to broaden students’ perspectives because most of their students identified
as white, despite a higher percentage of students of color compared to the other schools in which
the consultants taught.
While consultants identified broadening students’ perspectives as an important first step
in helping students identify and challenge systems of oppression, this instructional goal could be
problematic (Castagno, 2013). For example, researcher and scholar Angelina Castagno found
that teachers of predominantly white students in Utah strove to expose their students to
“interesting” and “diverse and rich” (p. 111) populations not found in their primarily white Utah
communities. The teachers hoped that “multicultural education would expand their students’
worldviews and, therefore, lead them to be more respectful and accepting of diversity”
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(Castagno, 2013, p. 111). Many of those white teachers, however, perpetuated the
institutionalized hegemony of whiteness and may have caused more harm than good when
implementing a multicultural pedagogy that encouraged students to accept diversity by seeing
everyone’s similarities. She noted that the teachers often simultaneously recognized and denied
differences in race. This paradox continued to protect whiteness and reinforced racial inequality
because it gave rise to two ideologies Castagno (2013) identifies as “colorblind difference” and
“powerblind sameness” (p.107). Powerblind sameness focuses on commonalities across race,
ethnicity, class, gender, sexual orientation, and other identities. It further highlights white
individuals’ reluctance and avoidance of identity differences, especially as they relate to power
and privilege. This concept serves as an umbrella ideology over other concepts of blindness,
including race-evasiveness and colorblindness, which is an avoidance of racial differences and
an unwillingness to engage in discussions of race-based inequities (Bonilla-Silva, 2003; Delgado
& Stefancic, 2001; Frankenberg, 1993). In essence, colorblindness maintains white hegemony by
perpetuating the belief that race is irrelevant. And if race is irrelevant, racial inequality does not
exist. In addition to colorblindness in general, colorblind difference also preserves whiteness
because it rests on deficit ideology, which suggests there is a natural connection between
academic achievement and students’ socioeconomic background or racial identity. In her
research, Castagno (2013), found many teachers “have co-opted the language of cultural
difference in order to talk about deficit in ways that are more acceptable” (p. 119). The result,
however, is an implicit othering of their students of color. In her participants’ classrooms,
colorblind difference and powerblind sameness manifested when “The very same teachers who
talked about ‘all students’ also singled out their low-income students…those who referenced the
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importance of human relations also explained how teachers should include certain information in
their curriculum depending on the ‘culture’ of the students sitting in their classrooms” (p. 120).
Much of the literature on multicultural education highlights the importance of human
relations, so students can learn to live in harmony with one another and respect other people’s
cultural differences (Banks, 2005; Kincheloe & Steinberg, 1997; Nieto, 1994; Sleeter, 1996;
Sleeter & Grant, 2003) Although the instructional goal of broadening students’ perspectives is
not necessarily problematic in and of itself, Castagno (2013) and other scholars (Sleeter & Grant,
2003) argue multicultural education that just focuses on human relations continues to reinforce
systems of oppression, particularly whiteness, by valuing politeness rather than interrogating the
dominant racial paradigm that continues to privilege whiteness and oppress people of color. As
this chapter will show, many consultants may have identified broadening perspectives as an
instructional goal, which aligns itself more with multicultural education than antiracist education
(Thompson, 1997), but the way they carried out this goal, among other goals discussed in this
chapter, resulted in pedagogy that reached varying degrees of racial justice.
Take, for example, David, who taught at a predominantly white middle school and
identified himself as an antiracist during our first interview together. He explained, “I think a lot
of me teaching racism is just trying to broaden the lens more for students. Part of broadening
their lens is showing some of them that what they’re doing is racist because they don’t have any
examples of what different races or cultures are like. We’re not that far from a college town, and
they will mention that if they go into town, they will see people that maybe look or act or eat
differently from them. They recognize that. And it’s never really hostile when they’re younger,
but the older they get, that innocence is taken away. They’re taught that anyone that’s different is
the enemy. I think I’m trying to dispel that in every single lesson that I teach this year” (David,
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2021). In this part of the interview, David mentioned that he broadens students’ perspectives by
calling out the racism he sees at school. He also tried to instill in his students that people who are
different from them are not enemies, rather than promoting the ideology of sameness.
Later in the interview, though, David admitted that his methods of broadening students’
perspectives do not always have a lasting impact on students, especially later in their lives. He
explained, “I decided to be a teacher because I wanted to teach people how to be open to other
people and not to be hateful. And at the end of the day, I think that’s what I want for my kids. If I
can teach these kids in a rural area to be open and understanding with new people that they
interact with in their lives, then mission accomplished. You asked me how does that make me
feel when I see it not go that way? Well, I’ve been teaching long enough now that I see these
kids that are now adults. They’re nineteen or twenty years old, and you know, they get older, and
they add me on Facebook. Sometimes I reluctantly accept because they’re adults now. They’ve
already graduated high school, and I add them and see them post this very racist rhetoric that just
has enveloped the whole community in recent years. And I think maybe the teachings I taught
got through to them when they were in sixth or seventh grade and have now left. Those teachings
just dissipated, and the kids that I really had a lot of hope for and seemed to be open to other
types of people have now been influenced by the community at large to feel a certain type of
way” (David, 2021).
On the one hand, scholars like Castagno (2013) and Sleeter and Grant (2003) would
probably argue that David’s attempt to broaden students’ perspectives failed because merely
exposing students to different cultures does not go far enough in combatting systems of
oppression. If David had only worked harder to disrupt the status quo, his students might not
have devolved back to racist tendencies they see at home or in the community. Maybe his
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students, who have now graduated and are operating beyond the realm of high school, have
begun to challenge systemic racial dominance. In a perfect world, perhaps. On the other hand,
David, who lived and worked within his community, reasoned that his students reverted to old,
racist habits because they were constantly being reinforced by their immediate social circle,
which is all white and who continue to perpetuate the same racist rhetoric that David tried to
challenge in his classroom, a space in which he has some autonomy despite his reservations
about divisive concepts bills and parent or guardian complaints.
Harriet taught in a virtually all-white high school and similarly felt that it was essential to
broaden her students’ perspectives for multiple reasons. On one level, her purpose in exposing
her white students to differences was to teach them accurate early United States history by using
foundational documents proving slavery was codified in the new Republic and racial
discrimination continued to be systemic and institutional in nature, as shown by Jim Crow laws
or government policies, like the Trail of Tears. Consequently, she hoped students’ newfound
historical knowledge made them better-informed citizens and more understanding of the
historical, political, and economic roots of racism in modern-day America. On another level, she
felt it was important to prepare her dual-credit students for the future, knowing that many
intended to enroll in colleges and universities, some of which were located outside of West
Virginia. “I teach college classes, so I have the top of the top line kids. I have kids that are going
to places like Duke and Vanderbilt and other universities out of state. We have to have these
conversations, too, because they’re going into the outside world where it’s very different than
West Virginia. They’re still going to be voting in West Virginia, too, so even if they go off to
college, they need to know what’s happening here. But they also need to know what is happening
out in the broader world” (Harriet, 2022a).
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Throughout our conversations, Harriet described her community as insular and
homogenous, but in this instance, she acknowledged that her students bound for college needed
to have complex knowledge about United States history and politics, revealing that Appalachia is
inherently connected to broader societal forces. Likewise, Harriet wanted to prepare her students
for politics “inside” of West Virginia since they would be voting as residents and “outside” of
West Virginia since they may encounter individuals different than themselves, their families, and
the local community. However, the politics “outside” of West Virginia are just as relevant at the
local level, as discussed in the previous chapter. Harriet suggests that her students who may not
be bound for college could also benefit from these conversations, especially if these same
students plan on staying in the local community after they graduate, because they at least
experienced a more holistic and critical education when learning about United States history.
In our follow-up interview, Harriet reiterated the need to expose students to different
perspectives because many still held harmful beliefs based on stereotypes. In addressing different
perspectives, Harriet also explained that she connected her history instruction to current social
issues to show students the foundational roots of oppression, concepts students would never have
been introduced to in any setting other than her classroom. “I just feel like families don’t have
these conversations. I focus a lot of time on social reform this year [2021-2022] because I think
that’s so important to understand basically all of the 19th century but also understanding that
these fights are still happening today. I have students that don’t believe women should have
leadership roles and women’s place is behind their man. They have voiced that. Talking about
reform involves having a conversation and challenging what they’ve been told in the past and
doing it respectfully because they do live in a vacuum. If you don’t push them, they’re never
going to see a different perspective. My job is to expose them to different viewpoints. So again,
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that’s been very purposeful this year. Not only trying to get thoroughly into Reconstruction and
Jim Crow, but to make sure that we are understanding issues in the 19th century have continued
to this day” (Harriet, 2022a).
Like Harriet, Rosie also taught at a predominantly white high school, but Rosie expressed
heightened concern over the racially charged language she heard her students use. Because the
hateful language seemed endemic at Rosie’s school, broadening her students’ perspectives was
an important first step to combating racism before helping them begin to unpack systems of
oppression. “In my world history class, we teach about different cultures, and I think exposing
my students to as many cultures as possible is great. A lot of them get to world religions and
don’t know a Muslim or Jewish person, so when we are studying the five major world religions,
I reach out to the community, like offices at West Virginia University and Fairmont State
University. I’ve even reached out to Marshall University’s international students because they
know more about these beliefs than I do. I did have a couple of parents email me that they were
not OK with the guest speaker, and the students had to sit out. It wasn’t like this Muslim person
was being invited to speak to my class to push their beliefs. But the parents weren’t comfortable,
and I thought that was strange” (Rosie, 2021). Later in the interview, Rosie (2021) added, “I
really think my greatest resource is my outside community members because students in my area
lack diversity. I feel like if they know there are people that are different, they might see more of
their similarities with them. Hopefully, they would become more accepting. For example, I
discovered in my world history courses that none of my students knew a Jewish person. I also
heard some of my freshmen making comments about Jewish people. We talked about antiSemitism, and I invited a rabbi from the area to come and speak to my classes. He agreed to, and
the students submitted their questions ahead of time. After his visit, they thought he was the

212

coolest guy ever, so we’re taking a field trip next month, and they invited him to our lunch. They
also wrote him thank you letters. But it was just weird because none of my students had ever
been introduced to a Jewish person, so they had this idea about them as a group of people.” I
asked Rosie about the upcoming field trip, and she added, “I jumped on the opportunity. I think
my students need out of the classroom so much for real-world connections. We’re actually going
to the West Virginia University planetarium, which also ties into our world cultures we study.
There is this show called the Season of Lights. I’m teaming up with my science teachers. It’s a
free show, and it addresses concepts like the winter solstice and how other cultures around the
world celebrate the winter solstice. The majority of my students celebrate Christmas, so we just
talk about other holidays that fall around the same time. After, we’re going to eat at a
Mediterranean restaurant. The owners also agreed to talk a little bit about their culture because
we actually just finished up studying ancient Greece, and it falls at the perfect time in the
curriculum” (Rosie, 2021).
According to Rosie, broadening her students’ perspectives is a vital first step in
combatting the racism she saw within her school and community. From a diversity and
multicultural education perspective, empathy plays a prominent role in helping students
acknowledge and then begin to value diversity (Marks & DeWitt, 2020). Does just learning
about groups, though, solve the problem? Academic scholars, like Castagno (2013), would argue
no. And while I did not interview individuals for their personal experiences of racism in West
Virginia, Appalachian writer Neema Avashia (2022) has recently written about the failings of
basic exposure to differences. In Avashia’s memoir about her experiences growing up in Cross
Lanes, West Virginia, as both a queer woman and a daughter of Indian immigrants, she recalls
her mother becoming very involved with her Girl Scout troop in hopes of sharing features of
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Indian culture, from cooking traditional vegetarian dishes to wearing colorful saris. Neither
Avashia’s presence nor the multicultural education her mother provided combatted the various
forms of racism she experienced while living in the Kanawha Valley. In one instance, Avashia
shares the story of a cow’s severed head being left outside a makeshift Hindu temple in their
neighborhood. In another example, she relates a story from elementary school in which children
would bombard her with questions about why her people worship cows or don’t eat meat,
refusing to accept her simple explanation of non-violence. Further still, she provides a
“sampling” (Avashia, 2022, p. 90) of times when white, Christian West Virginias have tried to
convert her or her family. Avashia’s memoir is anecdotal, but it offers compelling evidence that
mere exposure does not work, even with the best intentions.
One of Rosie’s main instructional goals was to broaden students’ perspectives, but she
also paired this instructional goal with critical pedagogy, as we will see later in this chapter. In
our follow-up interview together, Rosie explained that she hoped her race-informed pedagogy
was a transformative process. In fact, she emphasized, “That’s all I ever hoped for” (Rosie,
2022). Later in the second interview, she added that in addition to broadening their perspectives,
“The kids need to think for themselves. They need to experience things. They need to form their
own opinion and challenge systems. I am here to help, sometimes even challenging perspectives.
I want them to see the whole bubble” (Rosie, 2022). Additionally, Rosie provided specific
examples of students who have changed throughout the year: “At the beginning of the year, my
students were writing letters to President Biden using the phrase ‘Let’s Go, Brandon,’12 and I had
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The slogan “Let’s go Brandon” dates to October 2, 2021, when an NBC Sports reporter interviewed NASCAR
driver Brandon Brown after winning his race at Talladega. The crowd was chanting “**** Joe Biden,” but the
reporter incorrectly identified the chant as “Let’s go Brandon.” The misidentified chant sparked numerous
conservative memes across social media, and it has since morphed into an unofficial motto for the Republican Party
as a way to insult President Biden while simultaneously obscuring an expletive (Linksey, 2021).
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to return the letters and ask students to revise them. More recently, one of my students wrote a
letter to one of our local legislators, and the letter was very grown up. I’d like to think that
maybe he’s growing. Maybe not his political beliefs, but that’s not my concern. It’s just that he’s
growing as a human and maturing, and now he understands how he can navigate the political
process in a respectful way. This is how he can be civically engaged because he doesn’t have to
agree with the legislator, but he can disagree with him and do it civilly” (Rosie, 2022).
In addition to the consultants who taught at predominantly white schools, consultants
who taught at more diverse schools also believed in broadening students’ perspectives. When I
asked Voltaire in his follow-up interview what he hoped students learned regarding race and
racism, he responded, “I think perspective. A lot of walking in somebody else’s shoes, having
the idea of not living in a bubble, so to speak. You want people to see the world from different
points of view. I don’t want them living in a bubble or some echo chamber where they just see
the world in one way. And I think there’s other perspectives, whether that be race and racism, or
wealth and poverty, or many different challenges my students may not understand. I had a great
sociology professor in college, and I had moved from a pretty homogenous community. At the
time, I thought everyone is like I am or grew up the way I did. My sociology teacher enlightened
me quite a bit to understanding that different people in the world have different barriers. They
have different obstacles to overcome” (Voltaire, 2022). From Voltaire’s perspective, he grew up
in a homogenous community but had an influential professor help him understand differences
among people and probably foster some critical thinking skills. It is not surprising then that
Voltaire may unconsciously be emulating instructional strategies he experienced as a student. As
a result, Voltaire’s pedagogical decision making process may have been influenced by previous
experiences as a learner (Oleson & Hora, 2014).
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For Tom, who also taught at a more diverse high school, a significant component of
broadening his students’ perspectives was also challenging their preconceived notions formed by
social media. While other consultants typically sighted students’ families and the local
community as reinforcers of societal norms, Tom’s responses add to our understanding of who
informs our students’ understanding of their world. He noted, “I think it’s really important to
give students a space where they can ask questions since their worldview is being formed by the
Internet or social media. And, they’re getting a lot of bad information, or they’re getting a lot of
people’s opinions that have no business influencing teenagers’ opinions. A lot of them have
completely unrestricted access to the Internet. Students want to have a space to ask questions and
not be embarrassed. If you can get them away from everybody else influencing them and give
them an open space where you know they’re going to be allowed to talk as long as it’s respectful.
That’s just really, really important for kids. I don’t think people realize how important that is”
(Tom, 2022). He added, “The students are getting their worldview from somewhere, and they
need input from people to form the rest of their worldview. Being in a vacuum just isn’t good. It
doesn’t get them to a place where they understand other people’s perspectives that they don’t
know. I do want to be a part of that input and have other people in the classroom, their peers, and
other voices be part of that input. To me, it’s just one of those important things about being in
high school and middle school. It’s just trying out new ideas and seeing which ones work. A lot
of kids, if they don’t have a teacher that talks about important issues, never get that opportunity
to work through ‘I said this or I thought that, but now I see why this isn’t right.’ And then, they
go into adulthood, and they still have this viewpoint. And they haven’t seen another side…If
their school is not giving them the opportunity to talk through ideas, speak their minds, and hear
other people’s perspectives, they’re probably not getting outside of their worldview. So for me,
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it’s kind of a big responsibility to just give students the chance to talk it out and see other
people’s perspectives. I think when you come into a classroom, and you talk to different people,
inevitably you’re going to change your mind about some stuff” (Tom, 2022).
In beginning to move beyond the first step of broadening students’ perspectives, some
consultants added a critical component, which encouraged students to start examining hierarchal
systems of oppression and dominance. For example, John, who taught high school sociology and
psychology, found it necessary to help students challenge societal power structures that underlie
privilege and oppression: “I want students to get the whole picture of what history and humanity
is…When we’re talking about sociology, I want them to have a greater understanding of society
and its different functions, the good, the bad, and the ugly. My goal for them is to be informed”
(John, 2022).
David, who taught sixth-grade contemporary United States history, also expressed a
desire to help his young students challenge societal power structures, but his instructional
objectives slid along a continuum of racial justice pedagogy between the first step of broadening
students’ perspectives and the next step of moving into areas of critique. “I think my big goals
would be to think critically and also help my kids develop some sort of empathy. I want them to
also be able to put themselves in other people’s shoes. My kids are predominantly white students
in a rural area in West Virginia. I would probably say a solid 60-70% of them will never leave
this area in their whole life. But I would like for them to understand what the big picture of the
world is and why things are the way they are so that even when they’re adults and still only
around white people, they’ll have a better understanding. For instance, the [violence] from a few
summers ago, or when [racial tensions] start to boil over, they understand it historically and say
that this struggle has been happening for a long time. It’s not just people rioting or being mad. It
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is a struggle that’s been happening for hundreds of years since the beginning of the United
States. I mean, we’ve had conversations in class, and the kids have asked, ‘How did Black
people lose their freedom so much?’ And I say, ‘Look from the beginning of the creation of this
country. It’s been set up to be our predominantly white, male-dominated country’” (David,
2022).
Susan, who also taught at the middle school level, expressed a similar vacillation between
broadening students’ perspectives and critiquing social structures along a continuum of racial
justice pedagogy. In her second interview, she often incorporated language, like “tolerance,” that
at some times embodied more traditional multicultural education (Banks, 2005), and then at
other times adopted more critical language: “A big part of social studies is studying culture. It’s
gaining an understanding of your own culture and everybody else’s. And it’s about tolerance. It’s
about the good. It’s about the bad. It’s about the ugly. And to me, it’s about doing better than the
previous generations. I’m sorry that I’m about to say this, but I feel like people bastardize social
studies when they teach it. They make it seem like it’s a lesser content. I think it’s the most
important. Social studies is a higher level” (Susan, 2022).
In the reflection above, Susan acknowledged that she taught about the good, the bad, and
the ugly about West Virginia history, the social studies course she taught for eighth-grade
students. For Susan, the good, the bad, and the ugly meant having students examine historical
examples of racism in West Virginia, such as school segregation. However, the word that sticks
out the most in this reflection is tolerance. The concept of tolerance in multicultural education
was first popularized by the organization Teaching Tolerance, founded by the Southern Poverty
Law Center in the 1990s, with the purpose of “eradicating hate by fighting intolerance in
schools” (Dunn, 2021, para. 1). Their early work was rooted in celebrating diversity and
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embracing intergroup contact theory (Allport, 1954), or the idea that groups of differing
individuals coming into contact under the right conditions can reduce prejudice and promote
acceptance. For many years, intergroup contact theory was an essential tenet of multicultural
education (Banks, 2005), but scholars have recognized that tolerance does not promote social
justice (Nieto, 1994; Pittinsky, 2009). Even the definition of the verb to tolerate means to put up
with something, in this case, someone else’s existence as being different from the dominant
norm. Taking cues from scholarly work and the rise in police brutality against people of color,
the organization Teaching Tolerance recognized its name no longer reflected its mission to
effectively promote social justice and changed its name to Learning for Justice (Dunn, 2021).
In addition to applying a more critical lens when broadening perspectives, some
consultants also expanded their discussions to other marginalized identities, including class and
gender. None of the consultants used the term intersectionality, but reflections in their interviews
reveal that some consultants unconsciously adopted an intersectional framework (Collins, 1990;
Crenshaw, 1991) to investigate how individuals experience multiple overlapping forms of
oppression. For example, during my first interview with Bob, he named the many books he read
in response to the rise of police brutality and violence in 2020. As he reflected on his self-study
of books unpacking racial inequalities in the United States, he made several connections between
racism and classism in West Virginia: “There is a primary story behind all those books that had
to do with race. In our part of the world, Black folks and coal miners have a lot more in common.
They’re not exactly the same. It’s obviously in a different way, but some of the same institutional
forces that have worked to keep Black people from fully enjoying the fruits of their labor have
also been used to squash folks that were mining coal” (Bob, 2021).
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Like Bob, Voltaire and David also noted their desire to encourage students to look at
systems of oppression through overlapping identities that are simultaneously privileged and
oppressed. In Voltaire’s high school government and politics courses, “We analyze everything
from race to ethnicity, gender, and class because different people have different barriers. For
example, the gender gap is a big deal. So, we want to see things from a different perspective, but
then we also analyze by asking, “Why is this the case?’” (Voltaire, 2022). David, who taught
middle-school students, used daily warm-ups in which he had his sixth graders read about a
current event and respond to a few reflective questions. According to David, the daily warm-ups
opened several avenues for conversation and critique. He reported that his students’ discussions
of recent events sometimes went on for close to forty-five minutes “without me asking another
thing other than one question. It’s like, these kids’ brains are thinking. They’re aware of their
surroundings, but I think it’s my job as an educator to present different races to them that they’re
not as familiar with. Just because they’re different doesn’t mean they’re bad. Just because
someone is Black, it doesn’t mean that they’re trying to steal their families’ well-being. That’s a
lot of what I have to tackle in the class. Just because someone is different than you, it doesn’t
mean they’re trying to marginalize you. We’re all marginalized in our own way. Look, we’re all
poor here, so just because someone is Black, it doesn’t mean they’re trying to make you more
poor. And it’s a lot of trying to get these kids to not think that just because someone is a different
race that they are trying to attack their comfort” (David, 2022).
Consultants’ discussions of broadening students’ perspectives beg the question: does this
go far enough? While there is value in promoting cultural diversity and harmony among people
of different identities (Banks, 2005), only exposing students to differences does not encourage or
show them how to first identify societal power structures and begin the work of challenging
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power and dominance in society. For example, Wills (2001) examined elementary social studies
teachers as they covered a week-long unit on the Underground Railroad and Martin Luther King,
Jr. Wills (2001) found that teachers did not thoroughly examine how and why white people
during both historical periods were invested in institutionalized racism. Wills (2001) concludes,
“It is the failure to explore the subjectivity of whites that leaves them missing in interaction in
the narrative, and makes this an inadequate representation of race relations during this period.
While the Black opposition to segregation is audible and understandable, the white investment in
segregation is silenced and inexplicable” (p. 51). At no point in consultants’ discussions of
broadening students’ perspectives do they make explicit connections helping students examine
the privilege inherent in white identity, nor do they make connections encouraging students to
interrogate white agency in building and maintaining systems of oppression. They may do so in
other approaches, but not in relation to broadening students’ points of view.
In a similar vein, Chan, Hill, and Baquet (2020) argue that the framework of
intersectionality “remains pivotal to critique the social context of social studies education as a
problematic space infused with mechanisms of racist systems, power, and hierarchy” (p. 30).
And when using intersectionality as a pedagogical framework, educators “must take on the
responsibility of addressing whiteness in the classroom space and the impact it has in Western
society” (Chan, Hill, & Baquet, 2020, p. 34). Thus, only hoping to broaden students’
perspectives does not effectively show students how to identify interconnected systems of power
and dominance, nor does it help them build the skills of challenging those oppressive systems to
bring about societal transformation. As we will see later in this chapter, though, consultants do
not just stop with their instructional goal of broadening students’ perspectives. They also
incorporate the instructional goals of fostering students’ critical thinking skills and preparing
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them for democratic citizenship, allowing them to enact varying degrees of racial justice
pedagogy.
Critical Thinking
A second instructional goal that consultants identified was fostering students’ critical
thinking skills. In education, the critical thinking tradition focuses on being critical as the act of
discerning faulty arguments, flawed logic, claims lacking substantive evidence, or truths not
based on reliable and authoritative sources (Burbules & Berk, 1999). In this pedagogical vein,
fostering critical thinking means guiding students as they develop the dispositions to think
rationally and logically about a problem; it also means helping students enter into the process of
critical thinking, which requires students to develop the skills of examining sources in any
particular field of study and evaluating their merit. When facilitating this process, educators
remind students to be unbiased and nonpartisan as they weigh various sources’ logic, accuracy,
authority, and currency. Educators also encourage students to come to their own conclusions
based on logic and reason. Throughout the interviews conducted for this dissertation, several
consultants correlated their instructional goal of fostering students’ critical thinking skills with
this specific pedagogical process.
Other consultants, however, often meshed the tradition of critical thinking with the
concept of critical pedagogy, both of which share some ideological similarities but serve
different purposes (Burbules & Berk, 1999). Both critical thinking and critical pedagogy may
share a concern for inaccuracies, distortions, and falsehoods and how those ideological
manipulations limit individuals’ freedoms. Nonetheless, critical pedagogy is more concerned
with social constructions of identity in general and how privileged groups in society construct
power systems of domination, resulting in an unjust status quo that disenfranchises groups of
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people based on those societal identity constructions (Burbules & Berk, 1999). Critical pedagogy
does not pretend to be objective or positivist in nature. Instead, it purposefully contextualizes
schools, including students and educators operating within these spaces, along with the content
being taught (Kincheloe, 2004; Kincheloe, McLaren, Steinberg, & Monzo, 2017). Because
critical pedagogy is rooted in societal constructs and contexts, its purpose is to identify not only
power structures but also challenge them. In other words, “Critical pedagogy is dedicated to
resisting the harmful effects of dominant power. Advocates of critical pedagogy work to expose
and contest oppressive forms of power as expressed in socio-economic class elitism, Eurocentric
ways of viewing the world, patriarchal oppression, and imperialism around the world”
(Kincheloe, 2004, p. 34). While proponents of critical thinking hope students find freedom in
making choices for themselves, proponents of critical pedagogy hope students are ultimately
liberated from societal power structures. This distinction must be noted since consultants’ goals
and approaches sometimes aligned with one or the other tradition and sometimes conflated the
two.
First and foremost, consultants in this dissertation often highlighted their ability to foster
and promote students’ critical thinking skills, understood in the traditional pedagogical process
sense. Every year, Rosie reviews her classroom management plan when students return in
August, and she has them and their families sign her classroom management plan as an
educational contract. In her classroom management plan, she explains that critical thinking is a
primary goal of her high school social studies courses. Harriet also emphasized in her first
interview, “What we teach in schools is critical thinking, and so that’s what scares people.
People in this community don’t want their kids thinking on their own because they don’t want
their kids challenging their traditional beliefs” (Harriet, 2021).
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Likewise, John noted that he specifically taught students how to think critically for
themselves: “I think critical thinking is extremely important. But critical thinking is not
something that just happens. If you’re not taught to think critically in school, then you’re not
going to be able to think critically later on in life. It’s a skill that you have to develop, and that’s
something that we should be trying to develop in students in school. If students don’t learn how
to think critically now, they won’t be able to think critically later and make decisions for
themselves. That’s what critical thinking really is. It’s about being able to make true, informed
decisions based on your ability to understand the world around you” (John, 2021). And finally,
Voltaire reiterated, “One of the biggest things for any of us would be to teach students how to
think and not just be robots. I give a lot of my students credit for being pretty good at critical
thinking, and I try really hard to give them the skills to do that” (Voltaire, 2022). In the above
examples shared during their interviews, consultants revealed how they encouraged students to
weigh sources with logic and reason and then come to their own conclusions. Again, fostering
critical thinking skills serves an essential purpose. Still, if it is not coupled with developing
students’ critical consciousness (Freire, 1970) of societal structures, they will unlikely be able to
challenge power and domination.
In contrast, some consultants did enmesh critical thinking with critical pedagogy as they
encouraged students to interrogate systems of oppression. In his first interview, Tom (2021)
noted, “One of the main goals that I have in the classroom is just to have students be able to
analyze information and critically think about that information. The problem that I’m seeing with
a lot of kids in the school system is they’re getting most of their information about the past from
the Internet and from social media and from TikTok. It’s all this type of stuff, and that’s where
they’re getting a lot of their information. Their conclusions about the world come from a lot of
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these places. As a history teacher, your job is to train students to be skeptical of the information
that they’re getting, so all the time we’re looking at sources and trying to decide if the source is
reliable. And we talk about why it’s reliable and why not and how people’s race and their
background and their social status and their time in history affect how you have to read a source.
There’s going to be a certain degree of bias one way or the other depending on all these types of
factors, and so the more we practice analyzing sources, the better they will get at the skill.
Hopefully, they will be better consumers of information.” Later in the interview, Tom added,
“We’re talking about changing society. A lot of problems in our society are raised around the
issue of racism. It’s wrapped up in people’s inability to think critically for themselves. They’ve
been told something by someone else, or some influential person, or someone online, and that
has shaped their viewpoints. And I know this is true for the kids, too. We talk about those things
all the time. TikTok or your Facebook feed is going to tell you what to think, and your parents
and other people in your life are going to tell you what to think. But at the end of the day, you
have to decide what you believe and you have to be open to changing your viewpoint” (Tom,
2021).
In these reflections, Tom makes a compelling case for why critical thinking and media
literacy are essential for his students, who consume vast amounts of information, usually from
unreliable sources. He also begins to show how he incorporates qualities of critical pedagogy as
he helps students analyze the sources’ authority to uncover hidden biases and agendas. A few
months later, in our follow-up interview, Tom again emphasized why he thought fostering
students’ critical thinking skills was necessary: “There is a general benefit of critical thinking
because kids’ brains develop better when they think critically. Also, kids aren’t getting a lot of
critical thinking outside of the classroom. They’re not getting critical thinking when they’re
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online, and they’re not getting critical thinking at home. A lot of kids come from lowsocioeconomic households, and they bounce around from home to home. They have bad home
lives; they move around a lot. They’re not getting a lot of critical thinking outside of school”
(Tom, 2022). For Tom, both instructional goals of fostering students’ critical thinking skills and
broadening students’ perspectives were crucial first steps because many students were isolated to
dominant ideologies, consistently reinforced at home through their parents and guardians or the
media they consumed. When coupled with glimpses of critical pedagogy, such as, “We’re talking
about changing society,” Tom demonstrated that he began to take his students’ critical thinking
skills to a deeper level and facilitated richer conversations about systems of oppression.
Like Tom, Bob also taught high school social studies classes and enmeshed his
instructional goal of fostering students’ critical thinking with components of critical pedagogy.
During the focus group interview, Bob (2022b) concluded, “You can’t teach American history
without talking about race. It undergirds everything—literally everything—at some level. You’re
not being honest if you don’t talk about it and if you don’t teach about it.” In addition to holding
the personal belief that racial dominance in the United States has systemic, institutionalized, and
historical significance, Bob also worked to get students to understand these contextualizing
factors. “My hope is students have at least some broader context of history and broader
understanding about events. Events happen for a reason, and I want students to be able to figure
out what that reason is” (Bob, 2022b).
At the middle school level, consultants Susan and David also showed glimpses of critical
pedagogy. In her follow-up interview, Susan explained how she taught about examples of racism
throughout West Virginia history and how the predominantly white population took part in those
constructions of race and racism. When I asked her to reflect on the importance of teaching about
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race and racism, she responded, “I’m a why person. And that’s why all of my instruction is
guided with a question because we’re always questioning in my room. We’re always answering a
question. Everything has an answer. We’re just trying to figure out what it is…With social
studies, you have to get to the root of all of it. You have to know the why” (Susan, 2022). While
Susan tried to encourage students to drill down to people’s motivations and values, David helped
students to make connections and analogies in order to understand power dynamics in an ageappropriate way. In his second interview, David (2022) explained, “We live in a world where
people that are in power feel like they’re losing it. So, when I teach about big issues, like race
and racism, I have to get the kids to think about how are people going to react when they feel
like they’re losing control. I think the big picture, for me, is to get them to think, ‘Why are
people doing what they are doing?’ and just cognitively think about things without falling into
black or white thinking [in a basic binary sense]. No, the world is very gray, and you have to
understand why things happen. And I think just being able to read an article and put some logic
into doing it. I think we are where we are as a nation because people just believe everything that
aligns with their ideals and their beliefs.” In this example, David explained how he helps
students understand power dynamics. He also unconsciously enmeshed critical pedagogy with
critical thinking because he often witnessed his students parroting ideology from their parents,
guardians, or other community members. Hence, critical thinking, or helping students “put some
logic” into reading an article, serves an important purpose in his classroom because outside of
school, students have not been encouraged to see systems of oppression, nor have they been able
to think critically for themselves.
From consultants’ perspectives, many of their predominantly white student populations
have been indoctrinated with one way of thinking about and viewing the world. Whether
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students believed ideology espoused by their families, local community members, or even on
social media, they brought their preconceived notions about race, power, and privilege into
schools. Consequently, consultants felt compelled to combat misinformation they heard students
repeat it in the classroom by fostering critical thinking skills and encouraging students to use
reason and logic to examine sources. For consultants who aimed to challenge race and racism in
their classrooms, they often infused features of critical pedagogy (Kincheloe, McLaren,
Steinberg, & Monzo, 2017) into their critical thinking activities in order to expose and
interrogate oppressive forms of power within society. The consultants also show that critical
thinking and critical pedagogy do not have to be mutually exclusive. As Freire (1970) suggests,
students must transform their naïve thinking into critical thinking as they enter into dialogue to
understand institutional power and disrupt systems of oppression that deny individuals equality,
justice, and freedom.
Democratic Citizenship
One of the most long-standing goals of social studies education has been preparing
students to live in a democratic society (Davis, 1991; National Council for the Social Studies
[NCSS], 2013; Navarro & Howard, 2017). And the pursuit of true participation in a democratic
society is linked to the idea that “individual differences such as race, culture, and ethnicity are to
be recognized, respected, and embraced in a multiracial and multicultural society” (Howard,
2004, p. 28). Many social studies educators, however, continue to avoid discussing how
institutionalized racism is both a socially and politically oppressive construct that has shaped
nearly every aspect of life in the United States (Gibson, 2020; Tyson, 2004; Vickery & Duncan,
2020). Rather than challenging the inequities caused by systemic racism, the dominant
approaches to democratic civic education have focused on civic competencies (Tyson & Park,
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2008), discursive democracy, and democratic deliberation (Gibson, 2020; Hess, 2009; Hess &
McAvoy, 2014; NCSS, 2013). Proponents of discursive democracy and democratic deliberation
(Hess & McAvoy, 2014) argue that schools are political sites in which students enter into
discussions as a part of learning to live in a democratic society. Gibson (2020), however,
challenges social studies educators to move beyond one-dimensional political discussions to
interrogating how white supremacy—and the silence shielding it—has been at the core of
Western democracy. She argues that if the purpose of democratic civic education is to prepare
students to be active democratic citizens (NCSS, 2013) and democracy embraces life in a
pluralistic society (Tyson & Park, 2008), “it must make space for students to critically examine
the historical underpinnings of settler colonialism and oppressive racial practices that run counter
to a ‘master narrative’ of forward progress and democracy realized” (Gibson, 2020, p. 77).
Consultants also shared the goal of preparing students to live in a democratic society, and
their discussions of democratic civic education reflected the evolving academic conversations
surrounding how best to address issues of race and racism when also trying to cultivate
democratic citizenship. Throughout our interviews, none of the consultants focused on
democratic citizenship as their main instructional goal when teaching about race and racism
since they more often cited broadening perspectives and critical thinking as primary goals. They
tended to discuss these two instructional goals for a longer amount of time during our
conversations. Several consultants, nevertheless, mentioned the importance of preparing citizens
for life in a democracy, even when I was asking them questions specifically about how they
approach the teaching of race and racism. For consultants, democratic civic education and issues
of racial discrimination seemed related, but they reflected the relationship between the two
concepts to varying degrees of importance in their pedagogy.
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During my second interview with Voltaire, he acknowledged that democratic civic
education seemed like a platitude to bring up in our conversation. However, he still felt it was
necessary, especially as a civics teacher. Its importance in Voltaire’s classroom, though, fell
more in line with Hess’s (2009) and Hess and McAvoy’s (2014) focus on discursive democracy
and democratic deliberation as pedagogical approaches to democratic civic education. The
authors’ framework encourages students to enact characteristics of democratic life in the
classroom, including civil dialogue about political issues. I saw this framework appear when
Voltaire (2022) said, “I feel like I’m giving you a company line on this one, but being a civics
teacher is about teaching citizenship. It’s about being a good citizen. It’s being a good person.
And I think citizenship is important because values do need to be taught. You don’t just wake up
one day and you know what it is to be a citizen. I think you need to know your rights as a citizen
but also your roles and responsibilities as a citizen. Rights and duties are both very important,
and I think you got to teach it. I do take these things very, very seriously. But, I feel like we’re
having a really big problem on civil discourse of how we can talk about something and not be
angry and hateful. These are just people skills, but it’s also being a good citizen. You’re going to
encounter somebody somewhere, or a neighbor, or somebody you work with, and you have to be
able to interact with them and be respectful.” In this part of our conversation, Voltaire reveals his
stance that democratic civic education should be an essential goal in social studies courses
because, for many years, he has conducted whole-class discussions and debates and has seen that
fewer and fewer students can civilly discuss topics. And while Voltaire did explain the various
ways he taught about race and racism, here we see his true focus is on preparing students for
democratic deliberation.
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David’s focus on democratic civic education was much like Voltaire’s because he also
wanted to ensure his sixth-grade students could communicate effectively; David, however, took
his goal of cultivating democratic citizenship a step further by connecting democracy with
plurality. David (2021) explained, “My social studies class is more of an English class, but at the
same time, it’s also a life skills class because I’m trying to teach them how to communicate with
one another and how to talk to people. And, you’re going to meet people from cultures and
backgrounds that you may not understand, and it’s OK to ask those questions and recognize the
difference and compare your background to theirs to understand that difference doesn’t make
anybody superior or inferior.” In this reflection, David not only encouraged students to embrace
plurality, but he was also encouraging his students to move beyond colorblind ideology. He
continued, “We’ve had that conversation in current events, especially when Obama was
president, where kids would say things about him because he was Black. It was very clear that
they said things about him because he was Black, and I said, ‘What if Obama was making the
same decisions, but his name was Frank Smith, and he was a white man?’ A lot of them didn’t
know what to say. They didn’t know how to answer that question. And it’s the balance of
remembering that I’m teaching ten- and eleven-year-olds and that you can’t go that deep, but if
they want to bring it to that level, then you can” (David, 2021). In this example, David
demonstrated how he challenged students to see beyond dominant racial ideologies and disrupted
their thinking to examine the power dynamics of race.
Unlike David and Voltaire, both of whom prioritized democratic dialogue—but to
different ends—Susan emphasized civil competencies over civil discourse in hopes of imparting
knowledge about the democratic process. During her first interview, Susan (2021) stated, “I love
social studies so much, and I want students to love it too. I’m teaching and adapting and
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changing my instruction to make them good citizens, which is what I’m going to do. And that is
what I have to do…Students have to have power over their learning. I try to do that every day,
and I try to do that through my lessons because I want students to see the whole story.” For
Susan, the goal of helping students become good citizens seems tenuously tied to the teaching of
race and racism, but she does make the connection between democratic civic education and
empowerment. Susan’s thinking appears to align more with the traditional goals of social studies
education, which “empower active citizens, who critically engage with and seek to affect the
course of social events” (Ross, 2008). However, a more critical examination of this instructional
goal exposes the fact that people of color have been historically disenfranchised by
institutionalized racism and are not allowed to participate fully in a democratic society (Howard,
2004).
To prepare students for democratic citizenship, Harriet also focused more on civil
competencies as her pedagogical choices prioritized helping students navigate the various
political processes. During both the first-round and second-round interviews, Harriet reiterated
that she did not like to lead classroom debates because she found her students rarely had enough
historical knowledge to support the dominant ideologies they echoed from their families. As a
result, she focused on other activities, which showed her students how to participate in
democratic processes while also developing their critical thinking skills. In the first interview,
Harriet (2021) noted, “For example, one way I handle controversial issues in my state and local
politics class is I have my students write policy memos (Figure 1). They will identify an issue
that they think is important. Then, they will write a policy memo and propose potential
legislation. So, instead of just complaining about a problem, what they’re doing is understanding
the roots of that problem and then identifying ways to tackle that problem. I think that’s way
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more effective than just screaming about why you think we need to increase solar energy or
whatever.” Later, in the follow-up interview, Harriet (2022a) added that she encourages her
students to pursue more controversial topics with this activity, “so policy that had to do with
students’ rights, women’s rights, racism, and LGBTQ+ rights.” A second way Harriet pushed her
students to be active participants in a democratic society was by having them participate in the
democratic process outside of school. “I should add one of their assignments is they have to go to
a school board meeting, and so they all have been to meetings this semester. There was this one
lady who came in ranting about masks and critical race theory, so the students got to see that.
Then, they were sharing it with their classmates the next day, and one of them goes, ‘We don’t
teach that here.’ So, we’ve had quite a discussion around the issues right now, especially critical
race theory through a board of education lens versus what’s actually happening at school”
(Harriet, 2021).
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Figure 1 Policy Memo
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In Harriet’s follow-up interview, she again discussed the importance of democratic civic
education, but this time, she connected her emphasis on civic competencies to a more critical
analysis, especially critiques of dominant racial ideologies. “When it comes to voting and being
engaged with your community, you have to understand your community’s issues. I think it’s a
huge part of being a good citizen because it’s not just about you. I always tell my West Virginia
history class and my state and local politics class that people don’t care about things until it’s in
their backyard. So, how do you get people to care about race and racism if it’s not in their own
backyard and they live in a place that is so homogenous? You have to make them aware of what
the history is. You make them aware of what the issues are, and then that gets them engaged.
When this “Anti-Racism” bill came up, the bill inflamed issues. It angered a lot of folks that
didn’t understand its intended purpose. These people don’t understand the failures of their
education, and I think a lot of what’s come out in the last few years is beyond what the average
person knows about racism. They didn’t know much about either race or racism. Like my mom
asked me, ‘Did you know about Juneteenth?’ And I went, ‘Yeah, I’ve known about it for years,’
and she went, ‘I had no idea! Or, what about Black Wall Street in Tulsa and what happened
there?’ She said, ‘Did you know about that?’ I said, “Yeah, but the average American doesn’t
know this stuff.’ It’s just people didn’t learn about these things in school. It doesn’t make you
terrible that you didn’t learn these things. But, it’s my job to teach people about these things”
(Harriet, 2022a).
I then asked Harriet if she thought her teaching was a transformative process. She
responded, “I hope so. I hope kids are learning new things and that they don’t think I hate
America just because I teach about slavery or the Trail of Tears. I love our country. I love it from
the bottom of my heart. But, I also know that we’re not perfect. The Preamble uses the phrase a
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more perfect union because we’re not perfect. And I know that we can always do better. And so,
that’s what I want to get across to my students. Yes, we did those things in the past. Yes, it might
make you feel uncomfortable to talk about, but talking about these things is going to make you a
better citizen. It’s going to make you a better human being. Understanding these things is going
to give you a new perspective when you do meet people, especially with different backgrounds
than yours” (Harriet, 2022a).
As a high school civics teacher, Rosie also hoped to fully prepare her students for
democratic citizenship. Her reflections revealed that she managed to utilize all three frameworks
of democratic civic education, including civic competencies, democratic discourse, and critical
analysis of racial injustice still present in democratic societies. During our follow-up interview,
Rosie explained that she taught about civil rights and liberties during January and February and
incorporated several activities to help students understand and analyze issues about those two
topics. In one assignment, she asked students to create a law of their choosing, but the law could
not violate someone else’s rights. Students then had to discuss the law in detail and explain their
reasoning. After collecting the assignments, Rosie (2022) “typed up a list of them. I remember
grading them, and a lot of the students wanted to ban critical race theory, so on one of the days
we came back to school [because we had several snow days in between], we had a discussion
about it. Not one of my students could put critical race theory into their own words. Twelve [of
the 54 students who turned in the assignment] wrote laws that would ban critical race theory, but
not a single one of them could explain it. Much like our legislators.” Because none of her
students could explain critical race theory, Rosie found an article explaining what the term meant
and how the concerns were fabricated to incite fear. That night, she prepared a lesson using the
article on critical race theory. Instead of just assigning the article the next morning, Rosie waited
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until her students came into her classroom, and then she asked students to write down on a
notecard an issue that they would like to bring up. Many students had questions about critical
race theory, so they read the article Rosie had found and discussed it together. “I prayed that the
discussion would not get heated, and luckily it didn’t” (Rosie, 2022).
Rosie also prepared her students for a field trip to the West Virginia Legislature in
Charleston, West Virginia, during the 2022 Regular Legislative Session by having her students
become familiar with proposed legislation. “I first introduce high profile bills to my students,
which included things in the news because we watch clips of West Virginia Tonight Live with
Mark Curtis. We also do this because the students get to meet him every year, so I want them to
know who he is. And when Curtis addressed the hot topic bills, one of them was House Bill
4011. We’ve never read a bill in its entirety before, but we read all of that bill. The kids had a lot
of questions, so we did look at it and kind of dissected it. I loved that discussion as well. I think
some of the naysayers kind of stayed quiet, but I do ask that everyone talks. (I want everyone to
try and at least say something about the bill, and it doesn’t have to be an opinion. They could just
tell me something about it.) During the discussion, one student said, H.B. 4011, or the ‘AntiStereotyping Act,’ was ‘a manufactured panic.’ That is what one of my students said. And then,
further down in the bill, they read about charter schools, and one of my students who watches
Meet the Press every Sunday said, ‘The manufactured panic sounded real, and this is a way to
further school choice, which is why critical race theory is brought up in all of these states is to
push for school choice’” (Rosie, 2022). In this example, Rosie demonstrated how she encouraged
her students to enter into the democratic process by showing them where to access proposed
legislation and then helping them apply principles of critical literacy, which I discuss in the next
section of Chapter 6, to analyze H.B. 4011. She also helped her students examine how partisan
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groups were trying to push legislation using veiled and convoluted rhetoric that would contribute
to the deepening divide over the realities of racial injustice.
Lastly, like Harriet, Rosie tried to give students realistic experiences of democratic
participation outside of school. While Harriet asked her students to attend school board meetings
and reflect upon the experience, Rosie took her students on a field trip to the West Virginia
Legislature in Charleston, West Virginia, during the 2022 Regular Legislative Session. Because
they went during the legislative session, she encouraged her students to interact with lawmakers
in addition to watching them debate on the floor. One of the first representatives they met with
was Caleb Hanna, a Republican and one of the youngest state representatives in the entire
country who also happens to be a person of color (Hassan, 2019; Rutgers, 2022). As discussed in
Chapter 1, Hanna was one of the ten sponsors of House Bill 4011, or the “Anti-Stereotyping
Act,” which would have banned classroom discussions of stereotypes based on race, sex,
ethnicity, and religion and the discrimination resulting from these socially constructed identities.
Rosie was glad her students had the opportunity to meet Hanna in person because she had her
students read the New York Times article (Hassan, 2019) about Hanna’s historic electoral win.
However, when her students began to ask him questions about H.B. 4011, Hanna “could not
provide specific examples of educators teaching critical race theory in the classroom. She [the
student who watches Meet the Press every Sunday] kind of pressed him on that a little bit.
Luckily, we were on a schedule and had to leave, but I would have liked to talk to him longer.
He couldn’t provide specific examples. She was asking him, ‘Could you share with us what
would make you not support or want to support these bills?’ It was just wild to me” (Rosie,
2022).
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As consultants revealed in their interviews, an essential part of their pedagogical decision
making processes included thinking about instructional goals they hoped to achieve with their
students when they taught about racism. Three predominant themes concerning the consultants’
instructional goals emerged, including broadening students’ perspectives, fostering students’
critical thinking skills, and preparing students for democratic citizenship. Although I examined
commonalities among these themes, I acknowledge many consultants worked toward these
instructional goals differently, as revealed by their individual decision making processes. Next, I
discuss consultants’ pedagogical approaches when teaching about racism and issues of race.
PEDAGOGICAL APPROACHES
Now that I have explored similarities and differences among the consultants’ three main
instructional goals, I turn to their pedagogical approaches when purposefully teaching about race
and racism. During the first-round, second-round, and focus group interviews, consultants selfreported their actions and behaviors in the classroom when teaching about these complex topics.
Often, they detailed units, lessons, activities, materials, techniques, and content to explain how
their praxis supported their goals. Their descriptions helped me understand what was happening
in their classrooms and later categorize their practices into three common themes in order to
explore commonalities as well as nuances.
This latter section of Chapter 6, like the former, is built upon the study of pedagogical
decision making, which rests on the foundational assumption that teachers’ behaviors are guided
by their thoughts, judgments, and decisions (Shavelson & Stern, 1981). It also rests on the idea
that teachers’ motivations and actions are situated within broader sociopolitical—and
racialized—contexts (Hawkman, 2019). To help position this discussion of consultants’
pedagogical approaches, I employ the theoretical frameworks presented in Chapter 2, which
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include critical race theory and critical whiteness studies as they relate to the social studies
(Busey, Duncan, & Dowie-Chin, 2022; Chandler, 2015; Hawkman & Shear, 2020; LadsonBillings, 2003). Both theoretical concepts frame how I explore consultants’ pedagogical
approaches and help to contextualize practical applications of critical theory to social studies
praxis (Castro, Hawkman, & Diaz, 2015; Chandler, 2010; Chandler & Haley, 2017; Howard,
2003, 2004; Martell, 2013, 2018).
Before I begin this discussion, let me be clear—at no point did the consultants actually
teach critical race theory. They also did not teach critical whiteness studies. In fact, none of the
consultants ever mentioned critical whiteness studies, most likely because it has not been used
yet in the weaponization of critical race theory, which also includes rhetoric against various
divisive concepts. Since the term critical whiteness studies has not entered the common
vernacular, I did not expect consultants to be aware of it. Even though they never taught about
critical race theory or critical whiteness studies, consultants’ pedagogical decisions when
teaching about race and racism often correlated with principles of the two theoretical
frameworks. Because consultants admitted they did not understand critical race theory, nor did
they attempt to define it during our interviews, their efforts to teach about race and racism
reached varying degrees of engagement with racial justice pedagogy. Furthermore, if they did
engage with principles of critical race theory or critical whiteness studies, they most likely did so
unconsciously. Their primary purpose in teaching about race and racism was to try and do it
effectively, not fit within either theoretical framework’s parameters.
Critical Literacy
In the social studies, textbooks have historically provided sanitized versions of historical
events (Loewen, 2007) as well as one-dimensional, if not downright harmful, portrayals of
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people of color (Brown & Au, 2014; Shear, 2015). Social studies materials, and the hidden
curriculum associated with them (Apple, 1971, 1980), force students to learn from the dominant
or master narrative that perpetuates a white, Eurocentric perspective on history. Dominant
narratives in history textbooks also silence marginalized groups’ voices and provide students
with a limited view of history (VanSledright, 2008). In order to challenge the dominant narrative
still present in most social studies curricula, consultants often taught their students how to use
critical literacy when reading primary and secondary sources. Critical literacy, as a pedagogical
construct, stems from the work of Freire (1970), who advocated for a radical shift in how
teachers and students thought about systems of oppression. In other words, as Allan Luke (2012)
argues, “Critical literacy is an overtly political orientation to teaching and learning…It is focused
on the uses of literacy for social justice in marginalized and disenfranchised communities” (p. 5).
Although not all scholars agree upon the central tenets of critical literacy (Demoiny &
Ferraras-Stone, 2018; Vasquez, Janks, & Comber, 2019), Vasquez, Janks, and Comber (2019),
see critical literacy “as a way of being and doing” (p. 300) and name several key principles of
critical literacy, which include but are not limited to:
1) Critical literacy can serve as a lens of analysis that allows students to have an ongoing
critical orientation when reading and viewing texts.
2) All texts, including written and visual texts, are socially constructed from specific
points of view and are never neutral.
3) Simultaneously, the way individuals read and view texts is not neutral, so students must
reflect upon their own perspectives and biases when engaging in critical literacy.
4) The world itself is a socially constructed text that can be analyzed for particular
perspectives and motivations.
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5) Critical literacy helps students understand the complex sociopolitical systems in which
we live and encourages them to question and challenge these systems, especially
as they relate to power and privilege.
The above critical literacy principles defined by Vasquez, Janks, and Comber (2019) informed
my analysis of consultants’ pedagogical decisions, particularly when they encouraged their
students to critically analyze primary and secondary sources often found within the dominant
narrative. None of the consultants used the term critical literacy, but several of them discussed
the ways they led their students through critical analyses of documents with the purpose of
unpacking and critiquing hegemonic power structures within society, a process that correlates
directly to critical literacy as outlined by Vasquez, Janks, and Comber (2019).
Throughout the various interviews, consultants mentioned using primary and secondary
sources to hone students’ critical literacy skills. For example, Harriet found it was necessary to
discuss language and semantics with her students so they could understand their textbook
author’s perspective on race. “One of the things we were looking at the other day, for example,
was a paragraph about tobacco being grown in West Virginia, and [the textbook] was talking
about the people grew less tobacco after the Civil War because they had labor shortages. Well,
there’s no slavery anymore, so now they don’t have a field full of enslaved people to work the
tobacco crops! And they were like, ‘Oh, that’s what he meant.’ So, I explained that their
textbook is like 30 years old, and you have to read it like a history investigator. You have to
understand that they’re not focusing on the things that we typically talk about, like the way we
talk about women and the words they use when it comes to African Americans or Indigenous
peoples, which is antiquated. But that’s the only book that exists, so I told them sometimes you
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have to understand what these historians mean when they write in codes like that” (Harriet,
2021).
Because Voltaire taught AP Government and Politics and twelfth-grade civics, he relied
heavily on foundational United States history documents, including the Declaration of
Independence and the Constitution. In addition to discussing these foundational documents, he
made sure to have students spend time reading and unpacking portions of the 14th, 15th, and 16th
Amendments, which deal directly with slavery, voting rights, and citizenship. He also had his
students read parts of the Voting Rights Act and the Civil Rights Act. According to Voltaire,
“Those are two key bills that have really changed a lot of things. We also have court cases as
well. I love the study of court cases. The students generally really like those, especially the
students who tend to enjoy talking about politics. I try to pick ones out that do have a little bit
more controversy. We’ll analyze the court cases, and I’ll have the students predict the outcome
before I reveal the decisions” (Voltaire, 2021). When students use critical literacy to unpack
these documents and question the creators’ perspectives, Voltaire (2021) would ask questions,
such as “Why do you think this is the way it is?” and encourage students to dig a little deeper in
their analyses. In addition to the formal legal documents, Voltaire also paired these selections
with readings about Thurgood Marshall, the first Black Supreme Court Justice, and Martin
Luther King Jr.’s (1963) “Letter from Birmingham Jail.”
Aside from written documents, Voltaire also had his students use critical analysis skills to
challenge statistics. During his first interview, Voltaire (2021) explained, “The College Board
requires that we study polling and what makes a good poll, so after we finish studying that in my
AP class, I have students create their own polls in groups. We have to make sure the questions
are worded correctly and not biased…I’ll try to find something interesting and present it to them,
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and we’ll try to analyze the information. I found a national poll about the Black Lives Matter
movement, so we looked at the data from the beginning of the summer of 2020, and it was fairly
popular, so to speak, but by the end of the summer, it was very unpopular, according to the
polling. So, we looked at this and analyzed what the difference was. I asked, ‘Why did people
change their minds? Or why do you think this happened?’ I find that’s a good way to approach
some of these issues, especially racism, is to look at numbers.”
Like Voltaire, Rosie had her students read and analyze similar foundational documents.
In her twelfth-grade civics courses, she also had students read and analyze excerpts from various
court cases but decided to add Muhammad Ali’s Supreme Court decision. First, she introduced
the lesson with the title of the documentary Muhammad Ali’s Greatest Fight (Slovo, 2013), and
students mistakenly thought the Supreme Court case would be about boxing. Then, she shared
the documentary with students, who discovered it was about Muhammad Ali’s Supreme Court
case in which his attorneys argued he should not be forced to fight in the Vietnam War for
religious reasons. “At first, students are upset, like ‘Why doesn’t he want to?’ And then we
watch a video of him being interviewed. A journalist asked him, ‘Why are you trying to dodge
the draft?’ And [Ali] explains that he doesn’t want to fight for a country that isn’t even treating
him fairly. Why would he want to fight and protect this country that’s not protecting him?”
(Rosie, 2021). After watching the documentary, Rosie had her students unpack Ali’s statement
and further discuss why he, as a Black man living in the late 1960s, would feel like the United
States was not protecting him.
In the same interview, conducted in November 2021, Rosie explained how she had
students use the lens of critical literacy to examine primary documents, in this case, a text set she
had curated specifically for Indigenous People’s Day. She recalled, “We just discussed
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Indigenous People’s Day not too long ago. Students had to debate, and my freshmen [who take
world history] even did this because they saw it on the board in my classroom, and they started
discussing it. It was Indigenous People’s Day versus Columbus Day since some states and cities
opted to change the name or signed proclamations to change it. We looked at primary sources
which explained how Native Americans felt when these Europeans ‘discovered’ America. After
students read the sources and discussed them, we then created hashtags at the end of class to sum
up what they had discussed. We then voted on the hashtags and put them on our bulletin board.
The last thing we discussed was the final takeaway from the lesson, and the consensus was
America was not discovered; it was invaded” (Rosie, 2021).
John, who taught high school sociology and psychology electives, utilized many types of
written and visual texts to encourage critical literacy. Because the textbooks he inherited for his
elective courses were outdated, John had to pull materials and information from different
sources. For many years, he has used material from the Public Broadcasting System, Learning
for Justice, and the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People’s website;
articles from BBC News, AP News, and Reuters; and statistics from the Prison Policy Initiative.
John also researched charts and graphs showing students that disparities among groups of people
are often based on race, class, gender, and other identities.
In his first interview, John demonstrated how he implemented features of critical literacy.
When his students examine documents, for example, “I usually just kind of ask, ‘What do you
think? What are your thoughts?’ Or, when we’re talking about slavery, for example, I will ask
them, ‘What things occurred with slavery that you see how it affects the world today?’ I try to
make it relatable to things that are happening today because a lot of oppression, especially given
my community that I’m teaching to and working with, is removed from their experiences, so I try
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to make it relatable. I also try to find texts that they can relate to sports because it’s a good way
to enter into a discussion of racism. A lot of kids are athletes, and they want to talk about Black
Lives Matter and the national anthem. So, I really try to get discussion started by making things
relatable to them. I think, ‘What can I do to get their attention to draw them in so that they have
to think?’ There is a heavy focus on critical thinking” (John, 2021). In this example, John
utilized surfacing question techniques (Schieble, Vetter, & Martin, 2020), such as asking
students to analyze the way slavery impacts race relations, to help them analyze how institutional
racism has influenced modern-day society.
Another vital way John encouraged students’ critical literacy and analysis of documents
was by using case studies, which included various events related to racial inequality. For
example, he used case studies written about Rosa Parks and the Birmingham bus boycotts or case
studies about disparities in prison, particularly concerning a young Black man who was put in
solitary confinement for nearly two years without being formally charged, which expanded to
more extensive discussions of the school to prison pipeline. In this case, John demonstrated his
ability to help his students interrogate institutionalized racism and how it connects racial-based
discrimination across institutions, like prison and education.
John also incorporated visual texts, especially provocative videos and documentaries
encouraging students to examine privilege, oppression, and racism. For example, John showed I
Am Not Your Negro (Peck, 2016), a documentary inspired by James Baldwin, and videos about
the Los Angeles riots in 1992, among others. One of his favorite case studies for media analysis
was A Class Divided (Cobb & Peters, 1985), produced by the Public Broadcasting System about
elementary school teacher Jane Elliot’s impromptu “Blue Eyes, Brown Eyes” experiment. The
day after Martin Luther King Jr. was shot, Elliott’s 28 third graders had a lot of questions
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(Bloom, 2005). All of them were white and did not know what discrimination felt like. So, she
asked, “It would be hard to know, wouldn’t it, unless we actually experienced discrimination
ourselves. Would you like to find out?” (Elliott, 1968, as cited in Bloom, 2005, para. 2). The
group of children agreed, so she divided the blue-eyed children from the brown-eyed children.
She first promoted brown-eyed children to special status because they, naturally, have more
melanin in their eyes than children with blue eyes. The following week, she reversed the
exercise. At the end of the second week, the children discussed what they had learned and wrote
an essay with their reactions. Scholars and armchair social scientists alike have extensively
debated her experiment, but one of her former students recalls that the experiment “changed my
life. Not a day goes by without me thinking about it, Ms. Elliott. When my grandchildren are old
enough, I’d give anything if you’d try the exercise out on them. Would you? Could you?”
(Whisenhunt, 2003, as cited in Bloom, 2005, para. 34).
While watching A Class Divided (Cobb & Peters, 1985) and stopping to discuss it, John’s
students vociferously declared that they would not follow along with the experiment. When I
asked him in our interview what other reactions the students had when watching the video, he
responded, “They think the kids in the video are brats. They’re like, ‘Oh my gosh, I can’t believe
they’re acting like that!’” (John, 2021).
Although they teach different social studies courses at different high schools in different
parts of the state, Rosie also had her students watch A Class Divided (1985), and her seniors had
similar reactions. She started to incorporate this video because, during previous class discussions
about racism, some students did not think racism was “a big deal anymore” (Rosie, 2021). After
showing her students the documentary, Rosie posed the question, “Well, if you don’t think
racism exists, do you think at the very least that Black students are sometimes treated differently
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than white students?” (Rosie, 2021). Her students did say yes, so she followed up with, “Well,
you said racism isn’t that big of a deal…” and the one student admitted that it was. Then, he said,
‘It’s probably not a big deal to me because I’m white’” (Rosie, 2021). In this instance, not only is
Rosie encouraging her students to analyze the experiment critically, but she also incorporated
aspects of racial literacy (Stevenson, 2014), such as encouraging students to reflect on their racial
identities and become more aware of not only differences but also how those differences result in
unequal treatment. In asking students questions, Rosie’s pedagogical decisions can help students
recognize racial identity while working within a larger societal system of oppression (Schieble,
Vetter, & Martin, 2020). Her questions also encouraged her male student to use the critical talk
move skill of notice and name (Schieble, Vetter, & Martin, 2020) his white identity and how
white privilege shaped interactions during the “Blue Eyes, Brown Eyes” experiment.
In her West Virginia studies course, Susan also helped students develop critical literacy
skills when examining examples of segregation throughout the state’s history and how historical
racism has political, economic, and social ramifications for today. Susan (2022) reflected, “Last
year, I wrote a unit on Black history in West Virginia, and I talked about a specific district that
had been done away with because of blatant racism. We discussed the highway interchange that
had been put in, and I had my students watch a video on the Triangle District in Charleston
where this happened. They also looked at some primary source documents and did some writing
activities with it.” Susan had to purposefully seek out materials that would show a more complex
perspective of race and racism in West Virginia because the textbook includes only a handful of
voices that have been historically marginalized throughout the state’s history and continue to be
silenced in the textbook (Osborne, 2022; Wood, 2019).
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After brainstorming examples of institutionalized racism throughout West Virginia
history, Susan started researching eighth-grade appropriate materials that she could bring into her
discussions about race and racism. She settled on two articles. One was Kelsey Thomas’ 2015
article highlighting the Triangle District of Charleston, West Virginia, which was the historic
district for a vibrant Black community. The city eventually demolished the district in the 1970s
because it was “aiming to revitalize and transform its downtown core. An urban renewal plan
targeted an area where the majority of the African American population was concentrated for
newer amenities—the interstate, a wastewater treatment plant, a mall, and hotels” (Thomas,
2015, para. 4). As a result, hundreds of Black families were displaced. In addition to examining
racism through the lens of gentrification, the article also recounts how the Triangle District was
like “a city within a city” (Thomas, 2015, para. 5) and had its own restaurants, nightclubs,
funeral homes, and churches for the Black community. The second was a primary source from
The New York Times by Donald Janson (1970), which recounts how the city of Charleston, West
Virginia, knowingly destroyed the historic Black neighborhood and displaced an entire district’s
population, roughly ten percent of the city’s 70,000 population at the time, during a severe
housing shortage. According to the article, these decisions were based on the white population’s
desire to eliminate Black residents. According to one editorial in the Charleston Daily Mail,
“‘there will be heartbreak, expense and inconvenience. But until there is a better way suggested,
a few [Black people] always will have to pay the price of progress.’ He said one advantage of
constructing the big highway through the narrow city would be to provide ‘a long-needed shift in
the city’s population’ [by removing the Black community]” (as cited in Janson, 1970, p. 62)
Using the selected texts, Susan created this mini-unit about race and racism in West
Virginia and rooted her class discussions in critical literacy. Lewison, Flint, and Sluys (2002)
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suggest there are four interrelated dimensions to critical literature inquiry: 1) disrupting the
commonplace, 2) interrogating multiple viewpoints, 3) focusing on sociopolitical issues, and 4)
taking action and promoting social justice. According to their synthesis of critical literature
inquiry, students adopt a critical lens to interrogate texts about sociopolitical positioning, pay
attention to and actively seek out multiple voices to challenge social problems, problematize
subjects of study, and investigate how language shapes identity and social constructs. Susan’s
pedagogical decisions are reminiscent of Lewison, Flint, and Sluys’ (2022) first three
dimensions, especially as she explained how she guided her students through class discussions
and activities that encouraged them to unpack the articles.
Tom, who taught ninth-grade world history, also had students engage in critical literacy
when reading primary sources and found ways to extend the discussion to racism in the United
States. In his first interview, he explained, “Last week, students read a snippet from Aristotle
talking about slavery and Greece, and he started off by asking us rhetorical questions, like ‘Are
some people born in positions of power and some people are born to be ruled?’ And then, he
goes on and basically says, ‘Yeah, some people are,’ and makes the connection to gender, saying
men were born to rule women. So, the reason I had students read it and the questions that I wrote
out for them was to help them analyze it. I asked students, ‘What did you think when you read
the first sentence? What did you think he was going to say?’ A lot of the students thought he was
going to say that slavery was wrong, and I always try to ask them, ‘Why do you think he was
going to say that?’ Typically, students will say, ‘Because he’s Aristotle, and he’s supposed to be
this super smart guy. Then, my last question is, ‘If these were Aristotle’s views on slavery and
gender, why do you think we celebrate him so much today? Should we?’ There’s always mixed
responses because some kids think it’s fine because they say he lived in ancient Greece, and
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slavery was a part of their culture. And some kids think we should definitely change the way we
remember him. I try to connect our discussions by jumping ahead a little bit on the timeline and
say, ‘Well, we kind of have the same conversation in our society now. When we talk about the
founding fathers, like Thomas Jefferson, who enslaved people, how should we remember him?
His face is on Mount Rushmore, but he was an enslaver. Do we use dynamite to blow his face
off Mount Rushmore, or do we forget about it and sweep it under the rug?’ It ends up being a
good conversation because the kids inevitably come to the conclusion that we don’t have to
categorize Jefferson as good or bad, but we have to give the situation justice and acknowledge
the bad along with the good. I try to use assignments like these to have a sort of conversation that
we can connect discussion of ancient history to modern day. A lot of those conversations end up
being about race as well as society in general. I have always been able to find those types of
documents in world history. People think you can’t find too many primary sources from that long
ago, but you can. You just kind of find the right things to talk about, and the right documents that
connect to today” (Tom, 2021).
Bob, who taught early American history to sophomores, spent time during our first
interview thinking about how he would help students critically examine the ways power
structures were created before the United States even became a nation. “So, I teach why 1588
matters. Then, we get to Jamestown in 1607, and 1619 is when we first see enslaved people in
North America. Then, as we move towards the French and Indian War, we stop and talk about
when the Black codes came about in Virginia…When it comes to teaching about race and
racism, I think it’s a fact that we [the United States] enslaved people in this country for more
than 250 years and that enslavement is based on the color of their skin. Those are facts. It’s really
cut and dry. I don’t anticipate being guarded about that. If people have a problem with it, I don’t

251

have a problem with sharing my sources of information and showing them the history books,
saying, ‘Look, that’s what happened.’ I’m not asking you to feel guilty. I’m not asking you to
feel anything. I’m asking you to understand that this is what happened in this country, and that
experience forms the foundation for the country we live in today” (Bob, 2021). Later, in the
follow-up interview, Bob reiterated his critical view of United States history, emphasizing the
historical reality of racism and slavery: “Go back to the founding fathers. They were rich,
wealthy, white landowners. It’s a theme throughout American history. It’s just who they were.
The fact remains they were wealthy white males. They were landowners who enslaved Black
folks that were here. Now, I will probably just play a little bit less fast and loose with that
because [of the rhetoric surrounding critical race theory and divisive concepts laws]. I feel like in
the past, kids just sort of laughed at that because they’re not offended by it. They don’t feel like
I’m blaming them. They just realize, ‘Oh right, they’re the ones who were in power” (Bob,
2022a).
Unlike the other seven consultants, Bob is the only educator I interviewed who taught AP
Human Geography, which includes standards specifically addressing systemic racism as it relates
to geography. During our second interview, Bob showed his thought processes as he made
pedagogical decisions based on content, knowledge of students, and his goals of confronting race
and racism. He recalled, “In AP Human Geography, we just got to the end of Unit 6, where there
is a discussion about urban models, particularly urban development. It talks about the way that
cities and suburbs have evolved, and that discussion includes white flight, blockbusting, and
redlining. There’s redlining in federal law, so I just used maps as a primary source document that
shows the red lines that were drawn around the Black neighborhoods. I actually chose not to use
a certain primary source about blockbusting because it was so appalling. I decided not to use a
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pamphlet that was published by the National Real Estate Association that warns white families
that Black families might be moving into the neighborhood, so they should sell their property
sooner rather than later. Redlining were procedures essentially that were a part of the 1900s
landscape in urban America, and I just presented it from a point of view of here’s the facts.
Here’s the facts on this. This is what happened. There’s nothing to contest” (2022a).
I then asked Bob why he didn’t use the pamphlet, even though it was a blatant example of
white supremacy and racism the United States government condoned. He responded, “It was just
so offensive to me that I felt it was something that should be relegated to the past. I don’t know if
it was the right decision, but the explanation could be provided without it. I don’t remember what
the language was on the pamphlet itself, but there was something about the language that made
me think that I did not want to deal with this, you know?” (Bob, 2022a). I asked, “Could you
teach them the same concept without using it?” He answered, “Yes, that’s the thing. I definitely
could for the purposes of the class. The message that racism was an element in blockbusting is
pretty clear, but for the purposes of the class, we’re trying to understand how people ended up
being distributed by race in urban environments. Showing the pamphlet would have helped
students see the racism more clearly in a blatant way, but at the end of the day, they need to
understand that there were racist policies in place, and that’s why you have predominantly Black
communities at the center of Baltimore and predominantly white communities in the outskirts
and suburbs of Baltimore” (Bob, 2022a).
In the several examples of how Bob thought about, weighed, and processed his
pedagogical decisions, he also adopted the language of “Here’s the facts” (Bob, 2022a) and
“Those are the facts” (Bob, 2021) typically associated with the myth of the neutral narrative
(Kenyon, 2020); however, I see his use of this language as a way to reclaim social studies
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education, particularly the act of critically analyzing historical power structures through primary
documents. In these specific examples above, we see Bob reclaiming the language of “Here are
the facts” (Bob, 2022a) and “Those are the facts” (Bob, 2021) to show that white supremacy in
United States history can be proven by a plethora of historical documents from laws to
ephemera. Recalling an early 2021 opinion piece to the My Buckhannon online news source, one
West Virginian (Roby, 2021) wrote against the use of critical race theory in schools, which both
consultants in this dissertation vehemently denied teaching and the West Virginia Department of
Education continually reaffirms as not present in state teaching standards (Quinn, 2022f). In his
opinion piece, Roby declared that critical race theory “is not what our teachers need to teach. If
they are a history teacher then teach the documented historical facts. Our students will
understand the mistakes of the past” (Roby, 2021, para. 4). Ironically, the author demands
educators should teach “documented historical facts” without acknowledging racism has been
codified in laws throughout United States history and can be proven with various other
government documents and countless primary sources. The language in the opinion piece is
comparable to that adopted by conservative pundits and lawmakers fighting curriculum that
acknowledges racism in the United States’ past and present (Vestal, Briz, Choi, Jin, McGill, &
Mihalk, 2021).
Because consultants, like many teachers across the United States (Belsha, Barnu, &
Aldrich, 2021; Kingkade & Chiwaya, 2021; Meckler & Natanson, 2022a; Pringle, 2021), have
felt threatened by the weaponization of critical race theory (The Economist, 2022), consultants
may be using terms, like “just the facts” to reclaim the language surrounding social studies
education. By definition, “Reclamation is taking back control by targets of words used to attack
them” (Popa-Wyatt, 2020, p. 1). I am not arguing that consultants are oppressed because they are
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social studies teachers—obviously this is a professional choice and not a personal identity—but
there is no doubt the inflammatory rhetoric concerned consultants who felt that their job as social
studies educators was to effectively and accurately teach our students about the past, which
includes “the good, the bad, and the ugly,” as many consultants noted. In order to counteract the
hysteria and misinformation surrounding critical race theory—and also protect their jobs so they
can continue to have a meaningful impact on their predominantly white students, many of whom
subscribe to dominant racial ideologies—some consultants adopted the conservative right’s
language of “just the facts” to assert some control over the conversation about the teaching of
race and racism as well as validate their pedagogical decisions when teaching about these
controversial topics during such a tumultuous time. Moreover, white supremacy is a documented
historical fact recorded in numerous sources. And those documents can serve as instructional
pieces for students to hone their critical literacy skills as they examine societal power structures,
privilege, and oppression.
Counternarratives
In addition to developing students’ critical literacy skills when examining the dominant
narratives often present in traditional social studies materials, one of the most tangible ways
teachers can centralize discussions of race and racism in the classroom is to incorporate rich and
diverse narratives of people of color. Counter-storytelling, or incorporating counternarratives to
disrupt canonical and supremacist texts, is a crucial way to center narratives of marginalized
communities (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). More importantly, addressing gaps in the dominant
narrative and challenging the damaging cultural perceptions still found in school curricula is
especially important for social studies teachers to combat the traditionally silenced stories in
social studies textbooks (Brown & Au, 2014; Loewen, 2007; Shear, 2015). Curating rich and
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abundant counternarratives has direct ties to the theoretical framework of critical race theory and
serves the vital purpose of centering marginalized narratives to promote racial justice (Delgado,
1989; Yosso, 2002).
Several scholars have extended the critical race theory tenant of counternarratives to
social studies education (Chandler, 2010; Halagao, 2004; Navarro & Howard, 2017; Salinas,
Blevins, & Sullivan, 2012). Particularly, Navarro and Howard (2017) connected the use of
counternarratives in the social studies by identifying what they call “historical counternarrative,”
which “incorporates the voice of a nonwhite historical figure to tell their story, name their
struggle, and work towards combatting oppression” (p. 353). When social studies educators use
historical counternarratives, they provide students the opportunity to understand experiences of
racism, learn examples of resistance, and identify liberatory actions in historical and
contemporary contexts. In Navarro and Howard’s (2017) study of a tenth-grade modern world
history course at an urban high school in Los Angeles, the authors found that the educators
employing the use of historical counternarratives could more effectively “integrate valuable
perspectives, voices, and stories that are often silenced in the telling of history” (p. 354). One
such historical counternarrative that their participant used was written by Ernesto “Che”
Guevara, which allowed students to analyze the effects of colonialism in Latin America. Based
on their analyses, students ultimately rejected the dominant stereotype that people of color are
poor just because they live in a pervasive culture of poverty. As a result, the historical
counternarrative provided students “a broader understanding of historical events that strengthen
subject matter content yet also disrupt dominant narratives that are narrow, inaccurate, and
harmful to people of color” (Navarro & Howard, 2017, p. 345).
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More recently, incorporating counternarratives into the curriculum has morphed into the
#DisruptTexts educational movement. In their inaugural column in the English Journal, editors
Ebarvia, German, and Torres (2020) contextualize disrupting texts in English language arts. Still,
this act can and should be extended to other content areas, including the social studies. Their
primary goal is to advocate for a restorative and inclusive curriculum far beyond teaching
tolerance. They believe teachers should intentionally incorporate anti-oppressive as well as
culturally relevant literacies. They also encourage teachers to address historical violence,
discrimination, and the marginalization of communities of color. Their secondary goal is to
introduce the core principles of #DisruptTexts work: 1) self-examination of biases, 2) centering
the voices of people of color, 3) applying a critical lens, and 4) work in the community.
An additional, as well as similar, core principle of critical race theory is the use of
interdisciplinary analysis methods to critique social inequity—which social studies educators can
implement when leading rich discussions of historically marginalized narratives (Halagao, 2004).
In this chapter, I most often discuss consultants’ use of historical counternarratives, which allow
students to explore the traditionally silenced and marginalized voices in the historical narrative. I
must also point out that consultants did not rely solely on written, nonfiction texts. Many
consultants often used interdisciplinary approaches in their social studies classroom while
incorporating counternarratives. For example, Harriet read excerpts from the critically-acclaimed
novel Roots: The Saga of an American Family (Haley, 1974) with her high school students, and
David assigned his sixth-grade students the novel The Watsons Go to Birmingham—1963
(Curtis, 1995), which received both the Newbery Medal and the Coretta Scott King Award.
According to David, the novel proved more powerful for his students than any primary source
analysis because “With this literature, you can tell a story that’s in a historical context. I try to
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get my kids to think from different perspectives and think about themselves in other people’s
shoes and how they feel” (David, 2021). According to Bukowiecki (2014), students at all
“different grade levels can gain valuable and varied knowledge and perspectives regarding the
culture of a particular group by reading, engaging with, and discussing different literature
regarding the culture,” (p. 121) including traditional folk literature, historical fiction, other
genres of fiction, and poetry. By expanding social studies course materials to different genres,
educators can supplement the readings of nonfiction, such as the social studies textbook,
biographies, autobiographies, and narrative nonfiction, to engage students with the study of
history and make critical analyses more meaningful. Demoiny and Ferraras-Stone (2018) also
demonstrate that social studies teachers, including those who teach elementary students, can pair
counternarratives with master narratives by incorporating picture books and critical literacy
practices to introduce multiple perspectives and facilitate students’ understanding of power and
discrimination throughout history.
Tom, who taught ninth-grade world history and tenth-grade early American history, spent
our first interview reflecting on how the dominant narrative was presented in his textbooks and
how he planned to incorporate narratives from marginalized groups. Neither he nor any of the
other consultants used the term counternarratives, but here we see him working through his
pedagogical decision making process to enact more racially-just pedagogy. For example, in his
world history class, “Every year, I try to make sure I spend the same amount of time, as much as
I can, on different areas of the world. Our chapters on Greece and Rome are much larger than our
chapters on India and China, and it wouldn’t be right to spend three months talking about Europe
and then talk about Africa for, like, a day. Or, we’re going to talk about Christopher Columbus
for a month, and then we’re going to talk about all the native populations that were in the
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Americas in a day or two because that sends the message to the kids that there’s a main character
in history and then everybody else is sort of a side character. I’ve tried to be a lot more
intentional as the years have gone on about how I can tell more about this place and try to even
out the scales a little bit and talk more about the world in more of an equal way” (Tom, 2021). Or
in his early American history classes, “When it comes to conversations on race, I have been
trying to present more opportunities to have those conversations, especially by connecting it to
more modern conversations. I tend to add things to the mix that I can use in the upcoming years.
It’s happened gradually, but I’ve found myself grabbing little things here and there or maybe
adding an extra question to an assignment. For example, I use a letter from W. E. B. Dubois, and
in it, he talks about remembering Robert E. Lee and how Lee and the Confederacy shouldn’t be
celebrated. In the past year, I went in and added another question to the assignment, and the
question says, ‘How does this connect to the conversation we have today in our society about
Confederate monuments?’ Or, I’ll have students read a letter from Martin Luther King, Jr., and
in the past, I’ve just asked, ‘What he is saying and what is his issue?’ But this year, I’m going to
add another question, like ‘Do you notice anything connecting today with this letter? Are the
issues in this letter consistent or similar to issues today?’ I just think that light bulb has kind of
gone off for me as I’ve gotten older, and I think, yeah, I need to make what the students are
reading relevant to today. This needs to be relevant now, so I’ve tried to go through and update
any assignments. As I’m going through, I ask myself, ‘Do I completely remove this assignment
and replace it with a different, better story? Or, do I need to add questions to pull this assignment
into the now a little bit more?’ I’ve been doing that a lot, and I’m going to continue to do that to
see if I can insert more conversations about race because it’s so relevant now” (Tom, 2021).
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Rosie aligns her twelfth-grade instructional materials for civil rights and liberties each
January and February. This past school year, she felt compelled to have more critical
conversations about race and racism with her students, and choosing texts written by people of
color was essential to examining their lived experiences in their own words. “I don’t want to say
I pushed my limits, but I kind of did. I even got prior authorization from the county board of
education. I asked the higher-ups if they could order a book for me, and I sent them my entire
curriculum. I don’t think anybody looked at it, honestly, because they gave me a copy of the
book for each student, and I had only asked for a classroom set. But they said, ‘Oh no, this
sounds like a great thing’” (Rosie, 2022). Rosie had her students read excerpts from James
Baldwin’s (1962/1993) book The Fire Next Time, which includes the provocative essay “A
Letter to my Nephew.” Baldwin was a Black American author and activist who drew attention to
issues of racism, homophobia, and other controversial topics during the Civil Rights Movement
in the United States. Rosie found Baldwin’s book on an end cap while shopping at Target one
day. She read a little bit of the book in the store and thought it would be excellent for her
students because Baldwin discusses the harsh realities of racism, oppression, and privilege that
are just as relevant today as they were in 1962.
“When I asked the board [of education] to approve it, I was surprised they did because he
is so controversial. That’s why I don’t think they looked too much into it. But the kids didn’t take
the books home, either. I offered them to take the books home and read it, and none of them
wanted to because they said they would rather discuss it in class, which I knew some of them
weren’t going to be reading at home anyway. I gave the disclaimer and sent a letter home with
each student saying that it uses language that might be offensive to some, but we’re using it in
the context of a learning environment. And I didn’t get any pushback. Nothing. And they only
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had to sign the letter if they didn’t want their child to read it. I didn’t get anything back.
Whatever the case, my seniors did read Baldwin’s book. Most of them enjoyed it. We took time
to read in class, and the discussions we had were great. James Baldwin talks about meeting
Elijah Muhammad, who was the leader of the Black nationalist movement and a member of the
Nation of Islam. We also talked more about Malcolm X and Martin Luther King Jr., and we
compared speeches with the book as well because Baldwin references both of these men in the
book. And we always talk about how the media portrays things, and my students said they
probably had never heard of Malcolm X or known that he was a peaceful man because of how
the media compared him to Martin Luther King Jr. and how differently they delivered their
messages, which pushed Dr. King out to the forefront. This was probably the most thoughtprovoking discussion I’ve had in my classroom. It was great” (Rosie, 2022).
Although Rosie taught United States government and civics courses, John, who taught
sociology and psychology, also incorporated the work of James Baldwin. At John’s high school,
sociology is an elective, so “I have a little bit more leeway in terms of things I can do. I typically
show the documentary I Am Not Your Negro.” I Am Not Your Negro (Peck, 2016) is based on an
unfinished manuscript written by Baldwin and expanded for the screen. “It really gets the kids’
attention. The documentary is inspired by James Baldwin and is about his life and the Civil
Rights Movement. I like to show students the documentary because it is hard to watch, and it
drives home the point that oppression is a reality. Racism occurs. I have lectured about this in
class, and students have analyzed readings about it.” (John, 2021). The documentary, however, is
more provocative for many of the visual learners in school today and generates brutally honest
discussions about racial oppression throughout the United States’ past and present. Moreover, it
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forces students to interrogate systemic racism that has economic, political, cultural, and historical
roots.
While most historical counternarratives are written texts that counter, challenge, or push
back on the harm done by dominant narratives, consultants showed that nontraditional texts,
especially visual media, such as documentaries like I Am Not Your Negro (Peck, 2016) and other
films, can also serve as counternarratives because they add richness and restore dignity to the
historical narrative (Gainer, 2010) in a more relatable way to students who constantly consume
visual media (Roberts & Elfer, 2017; Russell, 2007). For example, Harriet showed her students
video clips of the musical Hamilton (Miranda, 2015) when teaching about the American
Revolution to provide access to the traditionally limited spaces of theaters in which audiences are
still predominantly white and can afford tickets to a show (Maxwell & Sonn, 2020). Many of her
students, although white, also probably would not be able to afford tickets to see a show, much
less have the means to travel several hours to cities like Pittsburgh or New York to go to a
theater. Hamilton (Miranda, 2015) also sets the stage, if you will, for deeper conversations about
racial politics and power and who gets to tell the story of the founding of the United States while
the country continues to grow more diverse year by year (Romano & Potter, 2018). She also
showed the biopic Harriet (Lemmons, 2019) because it tells the true story of Harriet Tubman’s
life as an abolitionist, suffragist, and activist as she helped enslaved individuals escape along the
Underground Railroad during the post-Fugitive Slave Act era, all the while navigating 19thcentury social norms for Black women and revealing her intersectional experiences of both
racism and sexism. Third, Harriet has shown Glory (Zwick, 1989) for several years because “It is
really eye-opening for my students because most of them don’t know that African Americans
fought in the Civil War, nor do they know the contributions they made to the Civil War.
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Afterward, I give students a choice board so they can choose an activity to build off of the
movie” (Harriet, 2022a).
In the past, Bob has also shown Glory (Zwick, 1989), but during the focus group
interview, which was conducted at the end of the school year in April 2022, he and Harriet
discussed why their pedagogical decisions had changed from previous years. Bob had just
finished explaining interactions and power dynamics between him and his principal, and Bob
ended his comment with:
Bob: In all honesty, this is going to sound like I think really highly of myself. It’s not that
I have an intellectual leg up on both the principal and assistant principal. It’s just
sort of, well, they know it at some level. They know it, so they leave me alone.
They also trust me because the one and I co-taught together. They also know that
I’m going to do my job. And, probably because of my military experience, I
understand what the chain of command is, so I communicate with them whenever
I feel like I need to. In that regard, I’m supported as well. But I’m not showing
Glory this year because one of the English teachers showed Glory and got in
trouble because the Irish drill sergeant drops an F-bomb in the movie. I just felt
like I don’t want to deal with that kind of garbage.
Allyson: That was the complaint of Glory?
Bob: Yes
Allyson: Harriet, don’t you show Glory, too?
Harriet: Oh, every year. I’m showing it in a couple of weeks, and I think it’s important. I
do have a syllabus agreement form at the beginning of the year. Every student has
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to turn it in, and it has a movie release with Glory right there on the list because I
show it every year.
Bob: Well, I’m going to start doing that. I’m doing that next year, and I’m going to run it
through the principal ahead of time because it’s too good not to show.
Harriet: Glory has too many positives not to show it, and I have an extension activity that
I do with Glory. The kids really just love it.
Bob: Well, the context of the problem this year was the kid was suspended for using the
N-word, and he essentially said, ‘Well, what’s wrong with that?’ And he said it
was also from the movie. He said that one of my teachers showed a movie where
those words were used. ‘Why is this a problem? Why am I getting suspended for
using those words?’ The principal’s reaction was, ‘Well, I’ll address that with the
teacher.’ All she did was put a letter in the teacher’s file, which I think was really
ridiculous, but whatever.
Harriet: I used to show Twelve Years a Slave (McQueen, 2013), and I had a parent throw
a fit about it several years ago, and, again, because I have my principal’s kids in
class, I said to the principal, ‘Your kid was in the room at the time. You might
want to talk to them.’ And guess what—nothing came of it after that because the
kids had my back.
Allyson: Have you taught it since then?
Harriet: Twelve Years a Slave? No
Bob: No, I have not, and I love it. But I think Harriet (Lemmons, 2019) does a better job.
I always look for what does the best job, and I think that the kids get really
passionate about Harriet, especially because the students are so clueless. My kids
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straight up thought there was an actual Underground Railroad, so I had to explain
these were freedom lines. But that’s how little they know. I have a question for
you related to films. Have you ever used Amistad (Spielberg, 1997) in class?
Harriet: No, but I love that movie.
Bob: Yea, I think it’s too cerebral.
Harriet: I give film recommendations, and that’s one I recommended recently in addition
to Twelve Years a Slave, but we don’t have time to watch it in class. I’m really
strategic with what I show.
Bob: Yeah, I’ve just never seen a more horrific depiction of the Middle Passage, and I
thought about just showing that but then there’s nudity in it, and it’s just too
complicated.
In the above exchange from the focus group, we see on one level how Harriet and Bob
were navigating the sociopolitical contexts of their individual high schools and how those
sociopolitical contexts impacted their pedagogical decision making processes. On another level,
we see them weighing the merit of different films to use as visual media counternarratives with
their students. By having students watch a film centering marginalized perspectives, “A film’s
discourse engages viewers not simply in the active construction of knowledge but also in the
construction of knowledge from a particular point of view” (Gainer, 2010, p. 366). That said,
screening a film like Glory (Zwick, 1989) is a first step to broadening students’ perspectives, but
scholars Dowie-Chin, Cowley, and Worlds (2020) suggest students should utilize critical race
media literacy to unpack the images and stories being presented to them, not just act as passive
viewers. The authors argue that educators can show film adaptations written and directed by
white individuals but must also be ready “to scrutinize Hollywood films as they would any other
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media source” (Dowie-Chin, Cowley, & Worlds, 2020, p. 130) because all media is created by
people whose identities are shaped by social processes influenced by power, privilege, and
oppression. Critical race media literacy can take movie watching to the next level because it
engages students with critical analysis and may reveal distortions of historical experiences of
people of color when the story is rewritten and directed by white individuals.
Another visual text consultants have used both for critical analysis and countering the
dominant narrative is historical monuments. On the one hand, consultants like Tom and Voltaire
facilitated critical discussions and debates about Confederate monuments to challenge students’
preconceived notions about their purpose and legacy. On the other hand, consultants like Harriet
used monuments to reveal little-known stories that call into question age-old misconceptions
about history, particularly in West Virginia. For example, Harriet did not realize there were so
many lynchings in West Virginia until she went to the National Memorial for Peace and Justice
in Montgomery, Alabama, when she was 39 years old. “I was not physically or mentally
prepared to see so many names of so many Black people who were lynched in West Virginia
during Jim Crow. It was one of those moments where I was on my knees bawling my eyes out,
so I share this powerful experience with my students” (Harriet, 2021). The National Memorial
for Peace and Justice is the first memorial dedicated to the legacy of Black people in the United
States. It creates a sacred space from which to tell the truth about the racial terror faced by Black
people, particularly the prevalence of lynching during the Jim Crow Era. “I share the pictures
from the memorial, and I let the students see the names of the victims and read their narratives.
In the past, I thought that West Virginia was so far north and that we were formed out of the
Civil War. I thought lynching didn’t happen here. I really believed that, and to see all those
names and to do more reading about them. It was powerful. I also saw the jars they have at the
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memorial. They have these big glass jars, and they’re full of dirt. What they’ve done is taken the
descendants of those people who have been lynched to the places where their ancestors died, and
the families have reclaimed those spaces. The families put the dirt from that place into the jar,
and now you can go see the jars in the museum. The families also have the jars in their homes.
So, I show the jars to the students, too. You know, once you’re challenged, and you see this
history, what do you do with it? To me, it’s my job to make my students aware that there were
over fifty documented lynchings in West Virginia. That does not include all the ones that were
not documented. We have this mindset that West Virginia is one thing when, in actuality, it was
something very much else” (Harriet, 2021).
The consultants who taught middle school also incorporated various counternarratives to
disrupt the dominant narratives pervasive in their social studies curricula. For the age group they
teach, though, Susan and David had to make the counternarratives relevant and age appropriate.
For example, during our second interview, Susan discussed some of the articles she had her
students read in her West Virginia studies course. In one unit, she had students read articles
about the Hawks Nest tunnel disaster near Gauley Bridge, West Virginia, in which hundreds of
miners—who were mostly Black men—died from an avoidable industrial catastrophe. The Black
miners dug through rock containing silica, which creates an easily inhaled, fine silica dust. When
the miners breathed in the silica dust, the silica became embedded in the miners’ lungs, causing
silicosis, a disease that kills off parts of the lung and leads to a slow and agonizing death. As a
result of the Jim Crow Era, the Black miners were segregated to their own camps, received lower
wages in script, and were forced to do the deadliest work without protective gear, even though
the white company engineers used them. Sources estimate that anywhere from 750 to 2,000
Black men died from silicosis despite medical professionals’ and civil engineers’ knowledge of
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the disease and its causes (Wills, 2020). Susan reported that many of her students had never
heard about the disaster, and if they had, they were surprised that most of the men who died were
Black, considering their common perception that miners were working-class whites.
During our first interview, David was preparing to teach the Great Migration. He felt his
sixth graders were mature enough to understand the topic because “they can understand having
to move for a better opportunity. They are very aware of that. For some of them, the only way
they will have a better opportunity in their life is to move out of their rural community [defined
by poverty]. If they plan on doing something more, and I hate to sound like that, but there is low
job opportunity here. There’s no opportunity for advancement in careers unless you want to work
in the school system. The schools are the number one employer in the area, and Walmart is
number two. My students, especially students of color, are aware they have to leave this area, so
it’s easy to teach the Great Migration” (David, 2021). The sixth-grade textbook, however, does
not discuss the racial injustices that led to the Great Migration, so David has students “read
articles from Newsela because I feel like that is a good resource for them. They are a lot more
open and clear about race relations during that time period, and their articles are written in a way
that students can understand them with Lexile levels that can be lowered to students’ [different
reading] levels if needed. Newsela discusses these issues in a more tangible way and in language
for students who struggle with reading. I have at least three non-readers per class. It’s important
for me to try to pick things that they are able to understand, and I want the non-readers to also
understand why Black Americans and other people of color left the South because racism is real.
It has not gone anywhere” (David, 2021).
Choosing which counternarratives to use, though, was not always easy for consultants.
As discussed in Chapter 5, nearly all consultants shared some apprehension when teaching about
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race and racism, given the rise in inflammatory rhetoric surrounding divisive concepts and the
weaponization of critical race theory (The Economist, 2022). It is no surprise that consultants like
David expressed concern over using materials that may eventually be banned in West Virginia or
other parts of the United States. In our first interview in the fall, David (2021) explained, “I use
outside sources to influence my teaching, but I don’t bring those sources into the classroom just
because I’m trying to not put myself in the line of fire. I would say that I do push an antiracist
agenda way more than other teachers in the building. None of them stand for racism, but I’m for
antiracism. Not just everybody’s fine right now; everybody is equal. I want people to be aware of
race and not be racist.” The young adult book Stamped: Racism, Antiracism, and You (Reynolds
& Kendi, 2020) was one counternarrative David wished he could use, but he recognized that too
many parents, guardians, and community members would complain about the book. Reynold’s
and Kendi’s (2020) Stamped was the second-most challenged in the United States in 2020,
according to the American Library Association (Flood, 2021). As a result, this played a role in
David’s pedagogical decision making process and ultimately affected which counternarratives he
chose to use with his sixth-grade students and those he did not.
Critical Conversations
Although conversations about race and racism are not easy, dialogue that addresses these
issues fundamentally tied to power and domination in our society can help individuals identify,
challenge, and transform systems of oppression (Freire, 1970). Conversations that build critical
consciousness are effective for societal transformation, but conducting conversations about race
and racism can be fruitless when white people who benefit from privileges resulting from
society’s power structures cannot see beyond themselves. Also, discussions about race can be
traumatizing and exhausting for people of color who have to force others even to acknowledge
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their identities exist, let alone recognize that systems of oppression create racial identities leading
to unbalanced power in society (DiAngelo, 2018; Oluo, 2018). Many educators, too, find these
conversations difficult to initiate and facilitate in their classrooms (Hess, 2009; Kay, 2018;
Schieble, Vetter, & Martin, 2020). And as a result of the rise in misleading and provocative
rhetoric surrounding critical race theory, more teachers may balk at classroom conversations that
could stir any controversy for fear of parent, guardian, or administrative retaliation (Belsha,
Barnu, & Aldrich, 2021; Kingkade & Chiwaya, 2021; Meckler & Natanson, 2022a; Pringle,
2021).
Despite some educators’ reticence to enact critical conversations (Kang & O’Neill, 2018;
Schieble, Vetter, & Martin, 2020) about race and racism, conscientious teachers strive to guide
their students in meaningful discussions that engage students, help them understand complex
ideas, and begin to analyze issues critically. As part of the dialogic process, which requires
students to listen and learn from one another, students co-construct knowledge and
understanding based on their interactions (Gillies, 2014). Through this dialogic process, “great
learning happens when both teachers and students explore the limits of their own understanding
through rigorous discussion” (Kay, 2018, p. 5). When students have the opportunity to speak and
listen, they tend to take on increased responsibility for their interpretations of concepts, retain
those interpretations for more than just one class period, and develop critical thinking and
analysis skills. Through dialogic pedagogy, teachers can upend traditional power dynamics in
school and situate classrooms as a space where students “are shown that their inherent power has
been recognized—and that it matters” (Kay, 2018, p. 5). Furthermore, dialogic pedagogy may
not be synonymous with democratic pedagogy. Still, it certainly plays a vital role in creating “an
atmosphere of intellectual and political freedom” (Hess, 2009, p. 6) in which students can share
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their beliefs and be exposed to new points of view. Thus, students learn first-hand how to operate
within a democratic society and how to communicate effectively yet civilly.
Meaningful conversations about race do not occur organically most of the time.
According to Glenn Singleton (2021) in Courageous Conversations about Race: A Field Guide
for Achieving Equity in Schools and Beyond, the process of integrating courageous conversations
in the classroom includes “utilizing the agreements, conditions, and compass to engage, sustain,
and deepen interracial dialogue about race in order to examine schooling and improve student
achievement” (p. 30). For Singleton, the goals of courageous conversations are
deinstitutionalizing racism and improving student achievement by acknowledging that current
school reform initiatives and cursory diversity training have little to no impact on systemic
racism. For Schieble, Vetter, and Martin (2020), however, critical conversations about race aim
to promote social change. They developed a conceptual framework for teachers who want to
facilitate critical conversations, which include several interrelated factors:
1. Critical Learner Stance—reflecting and understanding oneself in relation to the social,
cultural, and racialized world
2. Knowledge about Power—building an understanding of ideologies and messages that
may arise during conversation and may need to be confronted
3. Vulnerability—encouraging individuals to open up and take risks during critical
conversations
4. Critical Pedagogies—working to make meaning and disrupt systems of oppression by
adopting both a humanizing and problematizing stance during critical
conversations
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5. Critical Talk Moves—employing “talk moves” or conversational strategies that may
pose questions, disrupt ideology, and invite new perspectives (Schieble, Vetter, &
Martin, 2020, p. 8-9).
Rather than promoting critical conversations with the sole intent of improving student
achievement, Schieble, Vetter, and Martin (2020) provide teachers with this framework so they
can “support their students with the tools to speak back to injustices they encounter in and
outside of school” (p. 13). As a result, critical conversations in the classroom help students
develop ways to identify systems of oppression and analyze how individuals benefit from or are
disadvantaged by societal power structures. And ultimately, critical conversations prepare
students for effective participation as democratic citizens. While Schieble, Vetter, and Martin
(2020) provided examples of critical conversations in secondary English language arts
classrooms, they maintain that their framework for critical conversations can be applied by
teachers of different programmatic levels and content areas, especially in the social studies to
critique dominant historical narratives during class discussions.
In the field of social studies education scholarship, several scholars have discussed the
need for racial dialogue in social studies courses (Hostetler, Sengupta, & Hollett, 2018; Howard,
2003; Murray-Everett, 2020; Sibbett & Au, 2018), but few have examined how social studies
teachers effectively facilitate critical conversations with their secondary students (Castro,
Hawkman, & Diaz, 2015; Howard, 2004; Journell, 2011). In one of the earliest calls for racial
dialogue, Tyrone Howard (2003) concludes, “The sooner that social studies educators can begin
to facilitate discussions around race and racism, the quicker old wounds begin to heal, honest
dialogue occurs, and a more meaningful discussion can begin to take place about what it means
to be a democratic citizen. Not only are our students in need of such a critical dialogue, but our
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future as a nation is dependent upon it as well” (p. 39). Because no social studies education
scholars have devised a specific framework for facilitating critical conversations in social studies
classrooms, Schieble, Vetter, and Martin’s (2020) book Classroom Talk for Social Change:
Critical Conversations in English Language Arts greatly informs the following discussion of
how the eight consultants in this study approached classroom discussions in their social studies
courses.
Before conducting critical conversations, most consultants established classroom
expectations for their students. Rosie explained the importance of building her classroom as a
community and making space for students to be vulnerable during their discussions (Schiebel,
Vetter, & Martin, 2020). In our first interview, Rosie explained how she established classroom
norms: “On day one, I always let my students know this is a welcoming environment. If you are
infringing upon the rights of anyone else or making them uncomfortable, we’re going to have to
address it. I let them know that I am not trying to share my beliefs with them, but I am here to
make sure everyone has ample opportunity to learn in a safe environment” (Rosie, 2021). Like
Rosie, Harriet also emphasized the importance of establishing a classroom culture, which
allowed students to be vulnerable yet prepared for critical conversations. “I want to create a
classroom where we know what the ground rules are about being respectful and civil. I also want
us to create a safe space where we can discuss issues. I want to create a place where we go and
find historical facts first and then bring the facts to a debate” (Harriet, 2021).
Like Rosie and Harriet, Voltaire also set the tone for classroom discussions early in the
school year, stressed student expectations, and provided examples of appropriate discourse. He
explained, “I try to teach them the hard parts [of history]. From the first day of school, I do little
preemptive things, like saying, ‘This is the way the class is going to go. We’re going to talk
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about things that are more mature, maybe that are more controversial, but this is what’s fun.’ I
try to sell it this way, but there is a civil discourse that we have to follow. ‘You’re not going to
be rude to each other.’ So, I try to set up a classroom management plan, classroom rules, and
procedures saying this is what I expect. I’m very serious about civil discourse and try to give
examples and talk about it. I try to model it. I feel like one of my missions is to try and bring this
back. There is a way human beings should communicate with each other. You don’t get a lot of
good examples from some of the adults, so we’re going to change that” (Voltaire, 2021).
In the reflection above, Voltaire gave the most concrete description of how he established
guidelines for student conversations, whereas Rosie and Harriet both used the term “safe space”
with much less context (Harriet, 2021; Rosie, 2021). According to Kay (2018), the term safe
space can be particularly mystifying and confusing because teachers often do not define what
they mean by a safe space, so students are left to decipher the term on their own accord. Instead
of declaring a safe space, Kay (2018) suggests teachers should work on building safe spaces by
identifying the three most important discussion guidelines of “Listen patiently, listen actively,
and police your voice” (p. 17). Throughout the interviews, I often heard consultants alluding to
similar guidelines by using words like respect and civility. Kay’s (2018) discussion guidelines
may be more critical now than ever, too, given the rise in violent, hateful rhetoric students are
also parroting from their families in schools (David, 2022; Harriet, 2021; Rosie, 2021).
Most often, consultants led critical conversations as whole-class discussions (Kay, 2018),
whether they occurred organically as “teachable moments” (Rosie, 2021) and “pop-up
conversations” (Kay, 2018, p. 241) or purposefully structured by the consultants. If consultants
chose to structure whole-class discussions, several decided to conduct Socratic seminars.
According to Elfie Israel (2002), “The Socratic seminar is a formal discussion, based on a text, in
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which the leader asks open-ended questions. Within the context of the discussion, students listen
closely to the comments of others, think critically for themselves, and articulate their own
thoughts and their responses to the thoughts of others” (p. 89). Because Socratic seminars require
cooperation, critical thinking, and civil discourse, students engage in discursive processes
together. As a result, students co-construct knowledge and understanding by listening to and
learning from one another. At the same time, they also sharpen their critical thinking skills by
asking students to answer interpretive and evaluative questions rather than just literal questions,
which require a shallower depth of knowledge (Griswold, Shaw, & Munn, 2017; WalshMoorman, 2016).
Socratic seminars can be highly effective tools in the classroom when educators want a
structured environment for students to discuss issues of race and racism (Koss & Williams, 2018;
Waddell, 2022). David, for example, facilitated Socratic seminars with his sixth-grade students
and found they offered more structure to a whole-class discussion, which was helpful for
complex or controversial topics he planned to discuss with students. For David, Socratic
seminars made space and structure for “conversations when we can dive real deep, and we can
talk about race” (David 2021). Socratic seminars also allow all students the opportunity to enter
into the dialogue and ask questions of each other as they work collaboratively to co-construct
knowledge. When Rosie led whole-group discussions with her high school students, she usually
presented the question that students would discuss in the Socratic seminar. Then, “I try to stay
out of it because I know that sometimes my opinion might pop up, so I try to prevent that
because I don’t want to share my opinion. I want the students to work it out on their own. When
someone says something that somebody else gets upset about or agrees with, all I do is offer

275

questions, such as ‘What do you agree with specifically, or what’s making you upset?’ I remind
the kids that I’m just mediating the discussion rather than chiming in” (Rosie, 2022).
Although some consultants structured their whole-group discussions with seminars, most
seemed to conduct critical conversations when they happened organically. And when consultants
did have their students enter into critical conversations, one crucial practice for students’
meaning making was humanizing groups of people, so the conversation went beyond just
recognizing socially constructed categories to discussing the impact social constructs have on
people’s lives (Schieble, Vetter, & Martin, 2020). David, for example, noticed that as the school
year progressed, his students became more mindful of the language they used during classroom
discussions (Lewison, Leland, & Harste, 2008). Even though some students in his school used
racial slurs, the students in his classroom often thought about the words they chose and asked
questions about the most appropriate language. During his second interview, David explained, “I
think sometimes it is very challenging for them to know what verbiage to use. We live in a world
where they hear people say things that are racial slurs that they don’t understand, or they get real
confused between saying African American or Black, and, sometimes, I think that they maybe
were taught that they shouldn’t say Black. Or that maybe it was offensive to call someone
Black…They just struggle with knowing what to say. And I’m like, ‘Look, are all Black people
from Africa?’ And they’re like, ‘No.’ So I say, ‘Well, then, it’s OK to say Black. Are all white
people from Europe?’ And they’re like, ‘No.’ So I say, ‘You wouldn’t say European American
for every white person that you would meet.’ And for them, that makes sense” (David, 2022).
Another critical practice in helping students make meaning and co-construct knowledge
during critical conversations was utilizing critical talk moves (Schieble, Vetter, & Martin, 2020).
Because critical talk moves apply to any subject and grade level, the four different families of
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critical talk moves can help facilitate critical conversations regardless of content or
programmatic level. The four families include the following: 1) inquiry talk moves, which pose
questions to encourage students as they adopt a critical stance, 2) disruptive talk moves, which
pose questions to challenge stereotypes or interrogate dominant ideologies, 3) inclusive talk
moves, which invite diverse perspectives and narratives from marginalized groups, and 4) action
talk moves, which promote actionable change and strategies to achieve societal transformation
(Schieble, Vetter, & Marin, 2020).
In my second interview with Tom, he listed several talk moves he used with students
when facilitating a critical conversation on Confederate monuments. During the discussion, he
asked, “‘What are your thoughts on this? Should there be these types of statues? Should there be
high schools named after Confederate generals? What should we do about it now? Should we
tear them down? What should be the next move?’ And, I knew the kids would say, well, we
should leave them up because we have to remember history. I already knew their answer would
be preloaded. But then, I explain that a monument celebrates something, and I ask them how that
can be a problem with Confederate statues. Once we got there, I knew some kids were with me,
but I knew that they all weren’t there yet. I had to take the next step with them, so I asked, ‘Why
do we build a monument?’ Then, they can explain that we build monuments because somebody
or something was important, and we want to honor what they did. Then, I explain we still have
museums. We still have textbooks. We still have ways of remembering the past. We’re not
forgetting it, but do we want to honor the Confederacy? And once we get to there, the kids start
to understand. Most of them haven’t ever thought that far about it, so I have to help them take
that extra step” (Tom, 2022). In this example, Tom utilized inquiry talk moves, which help
students adopt a critical stance and examine structural complexities, as well as disruptive talk
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moves, which allow students to disrupt dominant ideologies (Lewison, Leland, & Harste, 2008;
Schieble, Vetter, & Marin, 2020).
In addition to inquiry and disruptive talk moves, consultants like Susan used inclusive
talk moves, which opened up space for multiple perspectives and marginalized voices. During
our second interview, she explained how she encouraged her all-white class to examine events in
West Virginia history through a different lens: “When we talk about the idea that a lot of people
in West Virginia are viewed as low-SES [socioeconomic status], we ask questions, like ‘Who
was white? Who was Black? How were jobs different?’ We also looked at coal mining and other
ethnicities. We’ve had to look at that because a lot of people were Italian and other ethnicities, as
well as being low-SES. Making those connections are important. We do talk a lot about poverty”
(Susan, 2022). I then asked if students were making the connection between race and class.
Susan (2022) admitted, “There is a disconnect for some of them. A few students will say, ‘I can’t
believe that these things can happen. And I can’t believe that these things are still happening.’”
Because many of Susan’s students struggled to make connections, Susan employed
hexagonal thinking (Bart-Addison, 2021; Potash, 2020; Viñas, 2021), a discussion strategy that
helps students visually identify and analyze relationships between concepts. Using hexagonshaped cards (Figure 2), Susan wrote down important people, events, and ideas on each card and
handed a card to each student. Then, the students collaborated and organize the hexagon-shaped
cards next to each other if there was a logical relationship or connection between the cards. The
result is a visual map of hexagons showing connections between people, events, and ideas,
allowing students to see relationships, making them easier to analyze. After categorizing the
hexagon-shaped cards, students explained the connections between concepts and had to support
their analyses with evidence. When Susan’s students were studying the 1950s and the 1960s in
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West Virginia studies, she included important people and events, such as the Brown v. Board of
Education Supreme Court decision, Thurgood Marshall, Martin Luther King, Jr.’s “I Have a
Dream” speech, the Equal Rights Amendment, and various West Virginia historical events, so
students had to make connections between the Civil Rights Movement across the United States
and events in West Virginia.
Figure 2 Hexagonal Thinking

Like other consultants, David also used various talk moves with his sixth-grade students
to examine more controversial topics in contemporary United States history, like the use of
blackface and the harmful stereotypes it created (Lensmire & Snaza, 2010). “I also teach about
pop culture, so we have gotten into discussions—and it’s in my content—about minstrel shows. I
tell them what a minstrel show is and show them how Black Americans were portrayed in the
1920s through media. It wasn’t in a favorable light, and Black Americans were made to look
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stupid and infantile and not as civilized as white Americans at the time…Some of them say,
‘Well, that’s really racist’ when we watch video clips, like the first talkie, which is an Al Jolson
film. And then we talk about Al Jolson, and I blatantly tell them that he was a minstrel
performer, and then we talk about what it is. I asked them, ‘Do you think this would be
appropriate now?’ Of course, they say no, but I’ve had some students in years past that blow my
mind. One wrote a paper about it and made connections between minstrel shows and Tyler Perry
movies. The kids are making connections. Maybe I’m not the one pushing them to make that
connection initially, but we’re at least starting up conversations to make those connections.”
David also began to analyze why his white students at his virtually all-white school could make
those connections during class: “It’s interesting because students’ intake of media is more
advanced now than before. I would say teaching in this community is probably more connected
now than it was even 15 years ago because the Internet has opened up their eyes to other things
outside of their community, especially because of TikTok and Instagram. They see that not
everyone is white, and they get influences from different cultures that maybe they don’t even
know what it is” (David, 2021).
After facilitating critical conversations in his classroom, David noticed a difference
between class discussions from the beginning of the year to the end of the year when we talked
during the follow-up interview. He stated, “I can tell the difference between the conversations
that I tried to get them to have in the beginning of the school year versus the conversations right
now. We’re currently plowing through the Great Depression, and we talk about how this wasn’t
just affecting white people. And today in class, a kid was like, ‘So, what happened to all of the
immigrants and the people in the cities? All of the Black Americans were moving to urban areas.
What’s happening to them?’ So, I think to even have the kids think about what is happening to
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different races and not be colorblind to things is good. If I was able to make them aware enough
to ask a couple of questions and think, ‘Oh, we’re not just talking about white people in history,’
I feel like I’ve achieved my goal. That’s what I want. I want them to think about how history
affects other people” (David, 2022). In this instance, David’s student reflected on the effects of
the Great Depression and began to realize that Black Americans may have been impacted
differently. David’s student posed a question to help surface information about structural and
institutional conditions, which also problematized the discourse surrounding the textbook’s
discussion of the Great Depression (Schieble, Vetter, & Martin, 2020).
Consultants also developed useful skills when anticipating students’ talking points or
ideologies that could arise during class discussions. Schieble, Vetter, and Martin (2020) argue
that students adopt several types of dialogic practices when engaging in critical conversations to
make meaning and co-construct knowledge. They categorize students’ meaning making into
humanizing practices rooted in empathy and geared toward the potential for change and
problematizing practices that challenge and interrupt dominant narratives and ideology.
Although most consultants wanted to cultivate students’ meaning making practices, and some
consultants eventually did get students to start thinking this way by the end of the school year,
consultants often had to combat students’ dominant ideologies and prejudices before they could
help students develop humanizing or problematizing stances. As a result, consultants expressed a
need to anticipate students’ talk moves during critical conversations to help them approach the
topic from a different angle. In an earlier example from this chapter, Tom knew even before
conducting a critical conversation about Confederate monuments that his students would have
the dominant ideology of preserving all history “preloaded,” which he would then have to
problematize using critical talk moves (Schieble, Vetter, & Martin, 2020).
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In another example, David explained how he had to approach critical conversations with
his nearly all-white class and be mindful of guiding the discussion, even as students wanted to
cling to dominant ideologies. “So with sixth graders, I think sometimes we do approach things
that are kind of sensitive, and we may be talking about things that are really shunned in their
home. I have never had parental issues with what I’m saying, so I’m either approaching it
properly, or they’re just understanding the sensitivity of the conversation. I think I’m pretty good
at driving the conversation and giving them the verbal cues to guide them in a way that our
conversations don’t go there [toward dominant ideologies]. I’d say maybe in my first few years
of teaching, they might have, but I think I also started teaching way later at 26 or 27. I already
knew how to have a conversation with somebody before I started teaching. I can see if you’re
having these conversations and you’re trying to talk about this stuff when you’re a 22-year-old
new teacher and things get out of hand. But I think I know how to word things properly, or if a
kid is going in a weird direction, kind of like pulling them the other way to kind of lean away
from whatever kind of crazy stuff they’re going to say” (David, 2022).
At this point in our interview, I asked David to clarify if he found himself anticipating
what his students would say during class discussions. He responded, “Yeah, and I know what
they’re going to say. I don’t ask the question in a way that will put them in that answer when
they start to go in that direction. I might say, ‘Maybe you think about it this way a little bit
more.’ I think having that tact when you’re having these conversations and understanding how to
guide students in their thinking. You’re not forcing them to think anything, but you’re just trying
to nudge them a little bit in a different direction as opposed to just letting them pop off and say
insane things that they’ve heard their parents say. I will also stress, and I said it in the last
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interview, that I have pretty conservative, low-educated, impoverished, isolated, white children,
for the most part” (David, 2022).
During our second interview, Voltaire also discussed the talk moves he used during
critical conversations with his students and then how he anticipated students’ comments by even
having other texts and videos queued up on his computer to challenge students’ thinking.
Voltaire explained, “I don’t use a script, and it’s more organic than that, but I kind of get a feel
for the way things are going in the conversation and the way I want it to go. I know how I can
stir them up where I could be a devil’s advocate and make a different point. That’s where I mix
in some of the teaching and learning of different ideas. I mentioned earlier that we were talking
about affirmative action, so some kids were like, ‘Oh, we’re all for whatever this or that.’ Then,
I’ll make the counterpoint to one of them and say, ‘What about my Asian students in class?’ I
will also show them information about the Supreme Court case. I might even have it queued up,
usually on my laptop. Or, I’ll have a video from Mr. Beats already pulled up. He’s this kind of
corny teacher that does all kinds of social studies things on YouTube, and he does some of the
major court cases. He calls some Supreme Court ‘briefs.’ And so, I have that queued up, and I
tell the students, ‘Well, here’s something to think about,’ and then I’ll throw that on and show
them the five-minute clip about the Asian students suing about affirmative action at Harvard.
Then, we’ll come back and discuss again, so to keep the conversations going. I’ll do different
things like that. I try to get a different point of view, I guess” (Voltaire, 2022).
In addition to anticipating students’ discussion points, Voltaire also revealed his specific
discussion tactic of “playing devil’s advocate,” which may force his students to think of a
different perspective, but sometimes that perspective may be problematic, if not downright
harmful, by validating dominant ideologies. Voltaire’s goal of playing the devil’s advocate is to
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encourage students’ critical thinking: “I have always prided myself on being the devil’s
advocate, whether I believe it or not. I try to push the students to clarify their points of
view…I’m taking both sides of things because it confuses them” (Voltaire, 2021). In Voltaire’s
reasoning, however, we also see him unconsciously invoking the myth of the neutral narrative in
which he attempts to pose both sides as equally valid or acceptable, which ultimately continues
to validate the dominant white narrative and invalidate marginalized voices outcrying social
injustice (Kenyon, 2020). Also, by not further unpacking race relations inherent to the topic of
affirmative action, interactions between white and non-white groups are silenced or “missing in
interaction” (Chandler & Branscombe, 2015, p. 75; Wills, 2001). Even though Voltaire mentions
issues of race, in this case affirmative action, he like other social studies educators “allowed the
interactions between diverse groups of people to remain hidden from interrogation, to remain
hidden from classroom analysis” (Chandler & Branscombe, 2015, p. 75). This pedagogical
choice limits discussions of racial injustice because white people and the privilege they hold
within society remains invisible. Yet, predominantly white interest groups are driving the court
case to eventually remove diversity from higher education while simultaneously galvanizing
some minority groups to buy into their divide-and-conquer strategy (Lee, 2021).
In the above example, Voltaire asked his students to think empathetically about Asian
American students rejected from Harvard. The rejected students filed a lawsuit and eventually
appealed their case to the United States Supreme Court, which is set to hear their case, most
likely during the 2022-2023 judicial term. Students for Fair Admissions, Inc. (SFFA) v. President
and Fellows of Harvard College may, at first, seems complicated as some Asian American
advocacy groups filed amicus briefs in support of the conservative SFFA while other Asian
American advocacy groups filed amicus briefs in support of Harvard’s use of affirmative action

284

in admission policies (Kimerling & Fung, 2020; Lee & Chang, 2022). After further examining
SFFA, and its overwhelming Republican support (Hamid & Orakwue, 2022), their goal of
dismantling affirmative action of any kind seems to be the underlying motivation in filing the
lawsuit, especially considering SFFA’s alternate plan for higher education admissions favored
students only from lower-income families with absolutely no considerations to race (Kimerling
& Fung, 2020). The SFFA’s lawsuit would use Asian Americans as a wedge against other
minority groups, which are not considered model minorities, in order to dismantle diversity in
higher education, which would ultimately include Asian Americans—the same group SFFA
seeks to defend supposedly (Kimerling & Fung, 2020, para. 2; Lee, 2021).
The issue of affirmative action has been pushed to the forefront in recent years and has
consistently been used as a way to play devil’s advocate in conversations about race. For
example, Maya Rupert (2017) wrote about her experiences when a white friend played devil’s
advocate during a conversation and goaded her into a debate about affirmative action. In
Rupert’s experience, these conversational ploys are counterproductive to social progress and
have “invited a dangerous tendency for white people to engage in these discussions with people
of color by summoning the devil himself and treating racism as a political disagreement around
which two opposing viewpoints can reasonably form” (Rupert, 2017, para. 4). As a result, people
of color are forced into a debate to justify their rights to feel safe and even exist in those same
spaces under the guise of engaging in critical thinking while the devil’s advocate can eschew
accountability for any harm done. In his example above, Voltaire did not precisely recreate the
same damaging conversation, but playing the devil’s advocate can be problematic, especially
when discussing issues of race and racism, like affirmative action. Furthermore, a deeper
discussion of the SFFA v. Harvard and who represented each side of the case may have led to a
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more nuanced discussion of race-based motivations embedded within larger power structures. It
would also reveal the complicated nature of shifting racial demographics and how racial groups
are not monolithic but reflect political affiliations that are just as diverse as white Americans’
views (Lee, 2021).
Like playing the devil’s advocate, leading classroom debates can also become
problematic if teachers are not mindful to keep a spotlight on injustice. Since both Rosie and
Voltaire taught high school government courses, they both incorporated debate into their
classroom. Although both similarly set expectations for classroom debates, Voltaire and Rosie
planned classroom debates in different ways. Voltaire scheduled debates when they coincided
with a unit he covered in class. Then, he tried to choose topics of particular interest to students or
relevant to current events. On the other hand, Rosie regularly scheduled debates in her
classroom. When I asked her to explain her process, Rosie responded, “I’ve learned the hard
way. I’m going into my seventh year of teaching in public school. First, we address the rules of
debate each time because they have gotten heated, and I try not to put too controversial issues in
the first few weeks of school. We try to do them biweekly. I do have a suggestion box about
things that students want to talk about. When we have a class debate, I always warn them if it
gets too heated or too emotional, we’re going to halt it. I always have something else prepared,
too. I’ve only had to give that alternative assignment once, and it was when we were talking
about the Confederate flag being a symbol of heritage or hate. That got pretty heated, and I had
to use the follow-up activity. Once the students calmed down, we did address it again, and they
seemed to leave without as much hate in their hearts as they did during the debate. I also make
the students argue the opposite [why the Confederate flag is a symbol of hate] by asking, ‘What
are you thinking now? Why might someone else think differently than you?’” (Rosie, 2021). In
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this example, Rosie does force her students to see the opposite side of an issue, but for her
students, the opposite side was to argue that the Confederate flag is seen as a symbol of hate, not
heritage, which so many of them vehemently believed. Thus, Rosie is not adopting a devil’s
advocate discussion tactic here but instead using disruptive talk moves (Schieble, Vetter, &
Martin, 2020) to problematize her students’ thinking and force them to see beyond themselves
and their points of view.
When conducting critical conversations, Rosie was keenly aware of not retraumatizing
students of color as they moved through the dialogic process. Understandably, Rosie may have
been more cognizant of how she framed questions and facilitated discussions because she
identified as an Asian-American woman and encountered harmful experiences in school. During
our second interview, in which she reflected on her teaching, Rosie explained, “I worry about
making Black students feel uncomfortable with discussions, like when we were discussing
[Martin Luther King, Jr., Malcolm X, and James Baldwin] fighting for the rights of Black
people. I hope I’m delivering it the right way” (Rosie, 2022).
During the 2021-2022 school year, Rosie did receive some positive feedback about her
instructional practices when her only Black student out of a class of 32 seniors came up to her
after class one day. The lesson involved students listening to Dr. King’s, Malcolm X’s, and
Baldwin’s speeches and then annotating and discussing the speeches as a whole class. Even
though it was his lunch period, the student stayed after class, went up to Rosie, and said, “‘I just
want to thank you because I’ve never had something delivered like that before. I always feel like
during Black History Month or during any discussion about anything that has Black people in it,
that I’m targeted. In the past, I’ve always felt that my teachers have tiptoed around topics
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because for most of my life, I’ve been the only Black student in class’” (Rosie, 2022). After he
left, Rosie admitted, “I did feel really good about what I was doing” (Rosie, 2022).
Critical conversations are essential to critical pedagogy because teachers help students
gain a deeper awareness of power, privilege, and oppression (Kincheloe, McLaren, Steinberg, &
Monzo, 2017). Additionally, when facilitated effectively using talk moves (Schieble, Vetter, &
Martin, 2020), critical conversations help students develop skills to unpack systems of inequality
still pervasive throughout society. In this study, consultants unconsciously utilized various
components of critical conversations to facilitate classroom discussions. Their reflections during
our interviews revealed the multiple ways they challenged students’ dominant ideologies and
disrupted their thinking to foster complex critical analyses.
SUMMARY
In this chapter, I discussed how eight social studies educators in West Virginia taught
about race and racism, and I examined their thinking processes as they made those pedagogical
decisions. Based on conversations throughout the first-round, second-round, and focus group
interviews, consultants often reflected upon their instructional goals and pedagogical approaches
in disparate ways. The way consultants articulated goals did not always match up with the good
work they were doing in their classroom based on my understanding of their practices. Thus, I
described the three common instructional goals across programmatic levels and social studies
courses, which included broadening students’ perspectives, fostering students’ critical thinking
skills, and preparing students for democratic citizenship. During this section, I also discussed
notable differences found within the three broader themes. Then, I explored the consultants’
common pedagogical approaches when teaching about race and racism, which included critical
literacy, counternarratives, and critical conversations. By studying consultants’ decision making
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processes and how they taught about racial discrimination, consultants revealed that they thought
about the teaching of race and racism in different ways, and the ways they taught about these
topics were varied and nuanced. Consequently, consultants enacted racial justice pedagogy to
varying degrees of effectiveness and depth. In Chapter 7, I reflect upon my conversations with
consultants and move to broader interpretations and implications of this study. I also seek to
provide considerations for future and related work to support social studies teachers in their quest
for racially just pedagogy.
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CHAPTER 7: ANALYSIS AND CONCLUSION
This qualitative study aimed to examine the pedagogical decision making processes of
eight social studies teachers in West Virginia who taught about race and racism during the 20212022 school year. Using first-round, second-round, and focus group interviews, I encouraged
consultants to reflect on and examine their sociopolitical contexts, describe the ways they
thought about and approached their praxis, and articulate their pedagogical decisions when
teaching about race and racism. My conversations with consultants revealed the complex
thinking processes of eight social studies teachers as they made pedagogical decisions when
teaching about race and racism while also navigating the interconnected and layered
sociopolitical contexts within West Virginia and the United States.
My intention was never to make broad generalizations about how all social studies
educators in West Virginia teach about race and racism. I did not choose consultants to be
representative of a more general population. I worked with consultants because they already had
established instructional approaches when teaching about race and racism in their social studies
classes and expressed some fidelity when trying to cover these topics. Our conversations
revealed similar patterns in their pedagogical decision making processes, the pedagogical
decisions they enacted in their classrooms, and the sociopolitical contextualization of the ways
they thought and ultimately taught about race and racism. Even though there were many
commonalities among the eight consultants, their pedagogical decision making processes were
nuanced and varied depending upon their unique sociopolitical contexts and instructional goals.
Consequently, the emergent themes of this study and the nuances inherent to each theme add
depth and complexity to larger conversations about racial justice pedagogy and social studies
education in the United States.
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In this final chapter, I use interpretive analysis first to synthesize the emergent themes of
this study as they relate to my three research questions:
1. How do eight social studies educators in West Virginia teach about race and racism?
2. What are the eight educators’ thinking processes as they make pedagogical decisions
concerning the topics of race and racism?
3. How do eight social studies educators in West Virginia navigate the process of creating
a more racially just pedagogy all the while contending with the sociopolitical
contexts within contemporary Appalachia and the United States?
After discussing the emergent themes of this research, I include a self-reflection on my
interpretation of the emergent themes, my experiences throughout the research and writing
process, and my thoughts going forward as both an educator and a researcher. Because this study
adopted aspects of collaborative and critical educational ethnography, I recognize the emergent
nature of this research and the importance of situating my positionality as it relates to this study.
Critical reflexivity was an intentional part of my research and writing processes, so I could be
actively engaged as a full partner in the research itself. After my self-reflection, I briefly discuss
possible research limitations and the potential implications of this study for both practical and
academic purposes. Last, I conclude this chapter with a final summary of the dissertation and its
relevance to social studies education and racial justice pedagogy.
INTERPRETATION OF EMERGENT THEMES
An interpretive analysis of this study’s findings presented in Chapters 4, 5, and 6 reveal
several patterns that emerged about the ways consultants thought about and approached the
teaching of race and racism, including the pedagogical decisions they made when choosing texts,
articulating instructional goals, and enacting instructional approaches. First, consultants’
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overlapping and interacting sociopolitical contexts framed and influenced their pedagogical
decision making processes. At the macro-level of sociopolitical contexts, national, state, and
local politics contextualized educational policy, procedures, and rhetoric, which informed how
consultants thought about the teaching of race and racism and ultimately how they chose to do so
in their own classrooms. At the micro-level, the sociopolitical contexts of the schools where
consultants worked were unique depending on their location within West Virginia, students’
racial and socioeconomic demographics, and the school culture as defined by the administration
and faculty colleagues. Second, the patterns across consultants’ decision making processes also
revealed disparate perspectives about the teaching of race and racism, including the instructional
goals consultants articulated and their constructions and understandings of pedagogical
approaches when teaching about race and racism.
In order to streamline this discussion of consultants’ pedagogical decision making
processes, I synthesize my interpretive analysis into three emergent themes. The first emergent
theme is that consultants’ sociopolitical contexts both frame and situate almost every step of their
decision making processes. Consultants’ overlapping sociopolitical contexts created both
rewards and challenges when they taught about race and racism. The second theme is that
consultants grappled with dominant ideologies, which influenced how they formulated and
articulated their pedagogical goals along a continuum of racial justice pedagogy. The last theme
relates to consultants’ pedagogical approaches, which often reflected best practices in recent
literature to varying degrees, despite not having a formal education in racial justice pedagogy nor
necessarily identifying as antiracist educators.
Even though common stereotypes portray West Virginia as an isolated and backward
place (Billings, 2019), consultants’ macro- and micro-level sociopolitical contexts framed and
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situated nearly every aspect of their decision making processes, and those sociopolitical contexts
created both rewards and challenges when teaching about race and racism. And while I tried to
avoid generalizations in this study, all eight consultants were influenced by their sociopolitical
contexts in some form or another. In fact, this study found that the interconnected yet layered
nature of macropolitical forces occurring at the national, state, and local levels played a part in
why consultants wanted to teach about race and racism, how they planned to do so, and how
racial justice pedagogy ultimately played out in their classrooms.
At the national level, sociopolitical contexts greatly impacted how some consultants
approached their pedagogy. For example, Bob explained his interest in reading about the
historical, political, and economic roots of racism in the United States due to the increased
brutalization of Black people and resurgence of the Black Lives Matter movement in 2020.
Voltaire and the professional learning community of social studies teachers at his high school
discussed news articles related to hysteria and misinformation surrounding critical race theory.
At the state level, sociopolitical contexts were often framed by dialogue and actions by state
representatives, who echoed the national rhetoric. In the first-round interviews conducted
throughout November 2021, consultants shared their worries and concerns about the possibility
of legislative action. Then, during the follow-up interviews conducted in March 2022, around the
same time the 2022 Regular Session of the West Virginia Legislature ended, consultants felt
impeded by the many divisive concepts laws proposed within the span of a few months. Several
consultants even joked in a tongue-in-cheek way that they would not be able to teach about race
and racism the following year. At the local level, consultants recognized that the national rhetoric
used against the teaching of race and racism influenced rhetoric used at the state level, which
also affected the language and concerns of local families in their schools’ communities. Several
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consultants discussed the possibility of parent or guardian complaints and the professional
ramifications that may result, whether that be a letter in their personal file or termination.
At the micropolitical level, consultants were influenced differently based on their
individual school’s culture. While micropolitics may seem insular and unique to specific school
settings, consultants’ reflections revealed that the micro-level sociopolitical contexts at their
schools were also intertwined with macropolitics. Several consultants, for example, recognized
the increased politicization of schools, particularly social studies classrooms, and noted their
students’ increased use of inflammatory and downright violent language reminiscent of rhetoric
used at the national level and then repeated by their parents. At the same time, consultants’
school cultures appeared to be unique, depending on where in West Virginia their school was
located, the school’s population demographics based on race and socioeconomic status, and
perceptions held by administrators and faculty colleagues. In schools with a solid administrative
presence, consultants often felt leaders within the school set the tone and expectations—or lack
thereof—for their students. At Harriet’s high school, she felt supported by her administration.
She agreed with her school administrators’ view that heated political debates were inappropriate,
given her students’ firmly held dominant ideologies. On the other hand, Rosie felt the
administrators at her high school did not support her desire to stop students from using racist
language. At more diverse high schools, which may be an anomaly but do exist in West Virginia
despite stereotypes of a poor, white citizenry, consultants like Voltaire, Tom, and John felt their
high school students policed each other’s language and actions, and they engaged more often in
unpacking systems of oppression. Nevertheless, Voltaire and John expressed apprehension in
delving too far into controversial topics. They remained concerned about parent and guardian
complaints despite the diversity of families residing in their schools’ communities.
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For social studies teachers in West Virginia, teaching about race and racism ends up
being a balancing act between enacting racial justice pedagogy and toeing the line of
professional expectations framed by evolving sociopolitical contexts, including administrative
power structures, parent and guardian complaints, and laws passed by the state legislature. My
goal is not to make the readers feel bad for consultants, but consultants’ concerns about this
balancing act give us perspective on the challenges they face in the classroom. Such challenges,
like complaints or administrative bias, may also have serious professional consequences.
The pedagogical decision making processes of the eight consultants in this study were all
intrinsically tied to how they viewed their classrooms as situated within these broader macroand micro-sociopolitical contexts. In addition to feeling worried, scared, or apprehensive,
consultants felt concerned for their professional careers and the world of education in general.
They worried students would not have access to quality education if teachers could not lead
discussions about controversial topics, not that they saw race and racism as controversial, but
that these two topics were being couched in that rhetoric (Crenshaw, 2021; Kendi, 2021). They
also worried that the convoluted and misrepresented hysteria surrounding critical race theory and
the teaching of race and racism would be weaponized against educators to first force teachers out
of jobs and then be used to push school privatization against socially perceived “woke” public
schools (Contorno, 2022).
I believe consultants in this study grappled with the dominant ideology of professional
neutrality because they were concerned about how anti-critical race theory rhetoric would affect
their ability to teach about race and racism. On the one hand, I recognize that all eight
consultants are products of their sociopolitical contexts, which are constantly evolving, but they
are also products of racialized contexts influenced by years of living amongst dominant
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ideologies (Hawkman, 2017, 2019). For example, Susan explained that her social studies
education professor preached the importance of an unbiased classroom, which led her to believe
she always had to present historical narratives objectively (Giroux, 1981; Kenyon, 2020). Harriet
and John also adopted language like presenting both or all sides of a historical issue. While I am
not advocating for teachers to be partisan, it is also impossible to separate classrooms from the
sociopolitical contexts accounting for educational power structures, policies, and procedures, all
of which frame school spaces and the actors operating within them. And, I want to be clear that I
am not letting consultants off the hook. Schools are inherently political sites, and the act of
teaching about race and racism is not a moral dilemma—it is a moral imperative (Hess &
McAvoy, 2015).
On the other hand, I see consultants’ use of language, such as “just the facts,” which has
been traditionally associated with the myth of the neutral narrative (Kenyon, 2020), as a way for
consultants to reclaim the language co-opted by conservative pundits and politicians against the
teaching of race and racism in schools. Consultants agreed that institutionalized racism was
explicitly recorded throughout historical documents and codified by numerous laws in United
States history. Consultants could counteract the hysteria and misinformation surrounding critical
race theory by adopting the language of just the facts because they knew institutionalized racism
was, in fact, a fact. Thus, they could continue to teach about race and racism in their social
studies classes and hopefully avoid complaints from families and community members. And, if
their pedagogical decisions were called into question, consultants already had their talking points
pre-loaded, so they could validate the teaching of race and racism while also protecting their
jobs. Once they successfully used the reclaimed language of just the facts to defend themselves
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against the rhetorical attacks, they could then continue to have a meaningful impact on their
predominantly white students, many of whom subscribed to harmful ideologies.
Although consultants participated in this study because they felt it was essential to teach
about race and racism in their social studies classes, they also grappled with dominant ideologies,
which influenced how they formulated and articulated their pedagogical goals along a continuum
of racial justice pedagogy. As discussed in Chapter 6, consultants identified three common
pedagogical goals: broadening students’ perspectives, fostering students’ critical thinking skills,
and preparing students for democratic citizenship. These three pedagogical goals seem
appropriate for effective racial justice pedagogy, but scholars have drawn attention to the
limitations of such objectives (Castagno, 2013; Sleeter & Grant, 2003). For example, most
consultants identified broadening students’ perspectives as an important goal for teaching race
and racism because they felt their students had little to no exposure to students of color and the
language students often heard at home was prejudiced or inaccurate. Some consultants connected
the goal of broadening their students’ perspectives to unpacking systems of oppression, but not
all of them made this jump in their pedagogical decision making processes. They may have
utilized elements of critical pedagogy or racial justice pedagogy in their classroom when they
described their instructional approaches, but they did not make this connection when articulating
their instructional goals.
Consultants’ cognitive dissonance between pedagogical goals and effective approaches
when teaching about race and racism demonstrates an unconscious vacillation between points on
a continuum of racial justice pedagogy. Other scholars (Hawkman, 2017, 2020; Ibrahim, 2020;
Jackson, 2014) have utilized a continuum metaphor to explain degrees of diversity, equity, and
inclusion. For example, Jackson (2014) developed a continuum of multicultural organization
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development, which describes how an organization can move from a mono-cultural site to a
multicultural site that embraces diversity and promotes inclusion. Also, Ibrahim (2020) designed
a continuum of how to become an antiracist ally, which shows how individuals can move out of
a fear zone into a growth zone that embodies true characteristics of antiracist identity. Hawkman
(2017, 2020) also incorporated a continuum-like metaphor of a swimming pool to discuss social
studies education students’ perceptions about race, racism, antiracism, and social studies
education. For this study, my conceptualization of a racial justice pedagogy continuum is most
informed by Chávez-Moreno’s (2022) continuum of racial literacies, which depicts a sliding
scale of racial literacies with one extreme being hegemonic racial literacies. The opposite
extreme is counterhegemonic racial literacies, with all points along the sliding scale being
situated and embedded in educational contexts, practices, and experiences. The purpose of the
racial literacies continuum is to disrupt either/or thinking regarding racial literacy. In other
words, placing individuals as either racially literate or racially illiterate is a false distinction
because it would imply that those who adopt a racially literate stance consistently enact antiracist
practices that effectively interrogate systems of oppression. Instead, the continuum allows for a
nuanced analysis of racial literacy practices by capturing possible hidden ideologies that may not
be explicitly racist but nonetheless perpetuate racism.
In this interpretive analysis, I also borrow a continuum as a metaphor—more specifically,
a racial justice pedagogy continuum, which would also be situated within consultants’
sociopolitical contexts as well as racialized contexts, with one extreme of the dichotomy being
dominant ideology and practices and the other extreme of the dichotomy being disruptive
ideology and practices. Practices on the dominant end of the spectrum would incorporate
pedagogical beliefs that uphold white supremacy and harmful educational approaches that
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disenfranchise and silence marginalized students. At the other end of the spectrum, disruptive
practices would encompass justice-oriented pedagogy, antiracist education, and strategies to
develop students’ ability to interrogate power, privilege, and oppression and help them generate
ideas for social transformation. Using a racial justice education continuum allows for
differentiation between dominant pedagogy and disruptive pedagogy; it also leaves space for a
nuanced analysis of practices that may evidence teaching about race and racism but also capture
hidden biases that unconsciously perpetuate oppression.
Consultants’ reflections throughout the first-round, second-round, and focus group
interviews reveal pedagogical goals that would run the gamut of a racial justice pedagogy
continuum. In other words, consultants may have had every intention of teaching about race and
racism effectively, but their pedagogical decision making processes reveal a more detailed
understanding of how to approach these topics. For example, many consultants identified
broadening students’ perspectives as an important instructional goal when teaching about race
and racism. While broadening students’ perspectives is not necessarily a problematic
instructional goal in and of itself, Castagno (2013) and other scholars (Sleeter & Grant, 2003)
argue that multicultural education merely focusing on human relations continues to reinforce
systems of oppression, particularly whiteness, by valuing politeness rather than interrogating the
dominant racial paradigm that continues to privilege whiteness and oppress people of color.
Broadening students’ perspectives as an instructional goal aligns itself more with multicultural
education than antiracist education (Thompson, 1997), so when consultants articulated this
pedagogical goal along with the various approaches they used in their classrooms, consultants’
pedagogical decision making processes revealed that they enacted different degrees of racial
justice pedagogy based on the metaphor of a racial justice pedagogy continuum.
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Consultants’ additional instructional goals of fostering students’ critical thinking skills
and preparing them for democratic citizenship are also important, but they must be attached to
confronting race and racism if the ultimate goal of racial justice pedagogy is to abolish white
supremacy. Moreover, social studies educators are uniquely situated to have meaningful
discussions about race and racism in their classrooms, given that two of the central tenets of
social studies education are to develop students’ ability to think critically and prepare them to
function in a diverse and democratic society (Misco, 2014; National Council for the Social
Studies, 2008; Thornton, 2008). As a result, social studies educators must work to develop these
skills in students as well as strive for the ultimate goal of dismantling systems of oppression.
Together, civic consciousness along with critical thinking skills helps to build the foundation for
democratic citizenship, which “is tied to the notion that individual differences such as race,
culture, language, ethnicity and social class are to be recognized, respected, understood, and
embraced in a pluralistic society” (Navarro & Howard, 2017, p. 344). Although consultants
articulated pedagogical goals of fostering students’ critical thinking skills and preparing them for
democratic citizenship, they did not always connect these goals to challenging power, privilege,
and oppression during our conversations.
Because not all consultants directly connected their pedagogical goals to confronting
dominant power structures when teaching about race and racism, they all fall somewhere along a
racial justice pedagogy continuum. Based on my interviews with consultants, I believe that none
of the eight would fall on the extreme end of dominant ideologies. They all likely would fall
somewhere between the middle and the right extreme of the continuum, which includes
disruptive ideologies and practices. They most likely fall within this range because I only
approached social studies educators who I knew had some experience in teaching about race and
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racism and cared enough about the importance of these topics to discuss their pedagogical
decision making processes with me, despite the increasingly alarming rhetoric surrounding
critical race theory and divisive concepts. While consultants may have had some experience in
teaching about race and racism, they did not consistently explain how they addressed power,
privilege, and oppression in their classrooms, or they did not clearly articulate how they pushed
their students to interrogate systems of oppression. When consultants claimed they did not teach
about critical race theory, based on their reflections, I agree that they did not. Instead, they all, at
some point, adopted language or ideas associated with dominant ideology, or their pedagogical
decisions did not always require students to reach higher levels of critical analysis or
interrogation. Furthermore, their place on the racial justice pedagogy continuum did not remain
consistent. Instead, it vacillated between both extremes depending on which pedagogical goals,
approaches, decisions, or thinking processes they discussed during their interviews.
Consultants’ vacillation along a racial justice pedagogy continuum may have occurred for
several reasons. One contextual reason for inconsistencies may have resulted from fear, anxiety,
or worry about divisive concepts laws, as well as professional complaints that could impact their
employment. Again, I am not making excuses for consultants because teachers of color face
many pressures every day to just exist within classroom spaces, let alone teach about systems of
oppression (Barmore, 2021; Frank et al., 2021). While all consultants in this study felt some
level of worry about the weaponization of critical race theory and attacks on the teaching of race
and racism, all but one of the consultants identified as white, so they were shielded against
personal attacks based on race. For example, some Black teachers in other areas have reported
white students, families, and colleagues questioning their motives behind using sources written
by authors of color or having critical conversations in the classroom. Some have even been
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accused of stoking racial resentment on purpose (Barmore, 2021). Thus, I will not make the same
claim that consultants who may feel anxious about losing their jobs are experiencing systemic
oppression, especially when teachers of color are under attack merely for their racial identities,
or they are being forced out of their jobs for using materials created by marginalized
communities.
Second, consultants’ inconsistencies on a racial justice pedagogy continuum may be
evidence that they lacked formal education and support for racial justice pedagogy. Most
consultants attended teacher education programs in the state of West Virginia. They had little
exposure to critical theories of education that would show them how to implement critical
pedagogy. This lack of formal education in critical theories of education may be why we still see
the consultants use language like broadening students’ perspectives, fostering critical thinking
skills, and preparing them for democratic citizenship. While a few consultants delved further into
discussing instructional goals more in line with critical pedagogy, the language they mainly used
to identify their three main instructional goals remained surface-level and more in line with
contact theory traditionally associated with multicultural education.
To their credit, consultants’ pedagogical approaches often reflected standard best
practices in recent literature (Castro, Hawkman, & Diaz, 2015; Chandler, 2010; Chandler &
Haley, 2017; Howard, 2003, 2004; Martell, 2013, 2018; Vasquez, Janks, and Comber, 2019),
even though consultants did not have a formal education in racial justice pedagogy, nor did many
identify as antiracist educators. This last and final emergent theme hinges on consultants’
motivation to teach about race and racism effectively. Moreover, while consultants’ language
vacillated along a racial justice pedagogy continuum as they articulated their instructional goals,
their pedagogical approaches remained more consistent in disrupting dominant ideologies in the
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classroom than their proposed instructional goals. By adopting the three disruptive pedagogical
practices of critical literacy, counternarratives, and critical conversations, many consultants
demonstrated their ability to adopt racial justice pedagogy, even if it was to varying degrees.
Interviews with consultants showed that many incorporated characteristics of Vasquez,
Janks, and Comber’s (2019) framework for critical literacy, which encouraged students to
maintain a critical lens when analyzing traditional social studies texts, particularly those that
support dominant ideologies and continue to appear in curricula. Several consultants helped
students develop skills to examine bias, perspectives, and motivations, which are rooted in
societal power structures and underpinned by social constructs. While consultants often
articulated critical thinking, rather than critical literacy, as an important instructional goal, their
reflections throughout the interviews revealed they often incorporated critical examinations of
power structures and a purposeful disruption of oppressive systems, even if they were not
directly using this language. In this way, consultants’ pedagogical decision making processes
display a complex relationship between how consultants thought about the teaching of race and
racism, how they articulated their goals, and how they ultimately taught these topics to their
students.
In effect, when discussing pedagogical goals, their language had not caught up with their
pedagogical decisions. For example, consultants often cited critical thinking skills, but none used
the term critical literacy, which is more on the disruptive side of the racial justice pedagogy
continuum. Moreover, the ways consultants discussed their pedagogical decisions also
demonstrate that they enacted racial justice pedagogy to varying degrees. Hence, how they
carried out their pedagogical approaches also shows that consultants’ pedagogy would land along
a racial justice pedagogy continuum but not consistently in the same places.
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In addition to fostering students’ critical literacy skills, consultants also found ways to
disrupt dominant ideologies by incorporating counternarratives and critical conversations when
teaching about race and racism. At one point or another in their interviews, all consultants noted
they adopted some type of counternarrative to offer students additional perspectives from
historically marginalized communities, which disrupted dominant ideologies pervasive in social
studies curricula. Consultants never used the terms counter-storytelling or counternarrative, but
their descriptions of written texts, media, and other materials demonstrate their desire to not only
broaden students’ perspectives but motivate students to see beyond canonical ideological texts
traditionally used in the social studies. I must also reiterate, though, that some consultants
seemed to utilize counternarratives more consistently than others, showing the range of racial
justice pedagogy present in their classrooms.
Lastly, consultants incorporated critical conversations to disrupt dominant ideologies held
by their students, encourage civil discourse, and foster their critical listening and analysis skills.
Some consultants discussed the specific questioning techniques they used with students during
classroom discussions, while others described the types of conversations they facilitated to
encourage critical analysis. Although critical conversations were common among all consultants,
how they carried out these conversations, the questions they asked, and the goal of each
discussion varied among the consultants. Similar to their pedagogical goals and other
approaches, consultants’ implementation of critical conversations would represent different
points on a racial justice pedagogy continuum. Likewise, each critical conversation may have
varied in its degree of racial justice pedagogy based on the consultants’ talk moves, students’
understanding of the material, and class objectives. Thus, patterns across consultants’
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pedagogical decision making processes also reveal nuances, variances, and complexities in how
eight social studies educators in West Virginia taught about racism and broader issues of race.
I also must reiterate that my goal with this study was never to call out teachers or identify
them as good or bad based on some arbitrary characteristics. Instead, I wanted to reveal the
complexities of teaching about race and racism in West Virginia and discuss the rewards and
challenges consultants witnessed when covering these topics. Despite their lack of formal
training or knowledge, consultants were driven to teach about race and racism, and this study
examining their concerted efforts reveals their pedagogical decision making processes. Beyond
merely understanding how they thought about and ultimately taught about race and racism, this
study also allows us to learn several best practices from the consultants and gain a deeper
appreciation for the complicated work they are doing within sociopolitical contexts that are not
so appreciative. Finally, this study demands that we look beyond what is happening in the
classroom to explore how we can improve racial justice pedagogy and support teachers to teach
about racism and issues of race effectively.
REFLECTION
Like the consultants in this study, I also worked as a social studies teacher in West
Virginia during the 2021-2022 school year. I taught seventh-grade social studies, which is world
history, and English language arts at a small PK-8 school. One of the most enjoyable aspects of
this research was learning from the consultants, particularly when they discussed their
pedagogical approaches when teaching about race and racism. After conducting the interviews
and drafting Chapters 4 through 7, I found myself organically reflecting on my own practices and
thinking about ways that I could incorporate some of their ideas. For my seventh-grade courses, I
was inspired to find age-appropriate counternarratives to add to my English language arts and
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social studies curricula. I also thought of ways to incorporate more critical conversations with
my students. After learning about several different discussion strategies, I plan to include
fishbowl-style Socratic seminars this coming year to encourage students’ critical analysis. In
addition to teaching seventh grade, I am also an adjunct instructor. After hearing Harriet discuss
her policy memo assignments, I adapted them for the undergraduate women’s and gender studies
courses I teach at West Virginia University and the graduate-level courses about diversity in
education I teach at Marshall University.
When writing and analyzing consultants’ interviews, I most enjoyed examining how
sociopolitical contexts affected consultants’ pedagogical decision making processes. Throughout
our conversations, I empathized with consultants’ concerns about parent complaints, divisive
concepts bills, and the increasing weaponization of critical race theory. I wonder if my interest in
writing Chapter 5 stemmed from my own anxiety about the evolving and increasingly
inflammatory rhetoric used against the teaching of race and racism. I worried about this rhetoric's
personal, professional, and political ramifications, like many of the consultants whom I
interviewed in November 2021. Still, my anxiety only heightened during the 2022 Regular
Session of the West Virginia Legislature. From January to March 2022, representatives in
Charleston clashed over various divisive concepts laws. By the time I conducted the follow-up
interviews in March 2022, I had anticipated some of our conversations would be devoted to laws
that did and did not pass. And even as I wrote Chapters 4 through 7 during the spring and
summer of 2022, I found myself thinking ahead to the upcoming school year. I wondered if the
rhetoric would only continue to increase against the teaching of race and racism. Which teachers,
like Isabella Droginske of Ohio County, whom I introduced in Chapter 1, would be the next
targets of harassment this year? How would the consultants fare against attacks or harassment?
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Would any attacks become physical—a genuine concern considering one in ten teachers who
responded to an Education Week Research Center survey reported at least one student attack
during the 2021-2022 school year (Langreo, 2022)? Would any teachers lose their jobs? And
would teachers feel obligated to change their pedagogy in the face of violent rhetoric and hateful
language? Would any of them, like Rosie who intimated she wanted to find another job, leave
education altogether?
As I start back to school for the 2022-2023 school year, I feel even more concerned about
what lies in store for educators who teach about race and racism. I think about the West Virginia
Legislature’s successful Senate Bill 704, which allows any parent, custodian, or guardian to
inspect all books in a school, and wonder how it will be implemented in policy. How will county
boards of education make educators protect the school system against legal ramifications while
causing them undue stress and extra work? How will it set the stage for future attacks on West
Virginia schools? What other laws will be introduced and passed during the 2023 Regular
Session of the West Virginia Legislature? What parent or guardian complaints will further
silence educators and students and limit the teaching of historical facts, like slavery, Jim Crow
laws, Indigenous genocide, Japanese internment camps, and much more? I, like many educators,
assumed teaching post-pandemic would be easier. Nonetheless, concerns about health safety
have been replaced by national worries about teacher shortages (Natanson, 2022b) and an even
more hollow anxiety about the future of public education, especially when close to twenty states
have passed laws regulating how race and racism are discussed in classrooms (Waxman, 2022).
At the cusp of the 2022-2023 school year, news articles have also painted a bleak picture
for education in West Virginia. At the end of July 2022, Mountain State Spotlight and Black by
God The West Virginian (Slade, 2022) co-reported on the West Virginia Department of
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Education’s (WVDE) two-year study on discipline in schools. The study was created when the
2020 West Virginia Legislature passed Senate Bill 723, which required the WVDE to collect
more data on the alarming racial disparities in school discipline across the state, but the purpose
of the bill was really to stall any legislative action on inequalities the data would reveal. The
WVDE responded in kind by issuing results from the 2022 study with no context to the data and
no recommendations to address the stark differences in how students of color, students from lowincome families, and students with disabilities are disciplined in public schools. In fact, of the
30,000 out-of-school suspensions issued in West Virginia public schools during the 2021-2022
school year, Black students received 10% of the out-of-school suspensions and 8% of
expulsions, even though Black students represented only 4% of all students in the state (Quinn,
2022h). Moreover, 70% of the out-of-school suspensions were issued to students from lowsocioeconomic-status families, despite this demographic representing only 50% of public school
students in the state (Quinn, 2022h).
A couple of weeks later, in August 2022, the West Virginia Education Association
president Dale Lee revealed to Hoppy Kercheval, host of “Talkline” on West Virginia’s
MetroNews, that teacher vacancies across the state will be over 1,500 for the upcoming 20222023 school year (Kercheval, 2022a), an increase of approximately 500 vacancies from the
2021-2022 school year (McCormick, 2021). And while his reasons for leaving have not been
made public, the State Superintendent of West Virginia, W. Clayton Burch, transferred out of his
position (McCormick, 2022) on August 10, 2022. Serving for over two years, Burch was
appointed on February 21, 2020, and led the state’s public schools throughout the COVID-19
pandemic. His resignation, however, comes just days after the WVDE released state standardized
test scores reported for the 2021-2022 school year, revealing that many West Virginia students
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are behind in math, science, and reading across multiple programmatic levels (Kercheval,
2022b). Burch was replaced by David Roach, who announced on August 17, 2022, that he was
adding a second Deputy State Schools Superintendent at the end of the month to work alongside
the current Deputy Superintendent Michele Blatt. The same day, the newly appointed
Superintendent Roach announced that the WVDE’s general counsel Heather Hutchens had
submitted a letter of resignation after working for the department for more than 21 years as a
staff attorney and general counsel (Quinn, 2022i). He also announced that the WVDE’s Assistant
State Schools Superintendent Jan Barth would resign after having worked for the department for
many years (Quinn, 2022i).
With all these issues facing public education in West Virginia, I wish policymakers,
administrators, parents, guardians, and all other stakeholders could respect educators as
professionals and just let them teach. I wish educators did not have to worry about harassment to
teach historical and cultural truths of racism and issues of race. In this study, many consultants
intimated that they expected more parent, guardian, and administrative complaints during the
2022-2023 school year when they planned to teach about race and racism. They also anticipated
that lawmakers will introduce more anti-critical race theory and divisive concepts bills during the
2023 Regular Legislative Session. I cannot disagree with them, and I, too, worry about the future
of education in West Virginia and the United States. As a result, I hope this study adds to our
conversations about racial justice pedagogy and social studies education. I also hope it
encourages us to explore ways to help educators effectively teach about race and racism and
support those educators already incorporating best practices of racial justice pedagogy.
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LIMITATIONS
Several perceived limitations in this study also serve as the greatest strengths of this
study. First and foremost, this study only examined the pedagogical decision making processes
of eight social studies teachers in West Virginia who taught about racism and issues of race. My
goal was never to make grand generalizations about teaching in West Virginia or the United
States. I merely wanted to open up a conversation about the teaching of race and racism and
explore the complexities of teaching these topics in a predominantly white area known for its
poverty and drug abuse, yet also a nuanced sociopolitical context directly tied to national
political issues and rhetoric. More studies will be needed for researchers who want data about a
larger population of participants or research that can be generalized to larger groups. For
example, researchers could examine educators in other subjects who teach about race and racism
or gather sample populations from different parts of the United States. A study about West
Virginia, however, is rich in nuance and complexity, especially since many consultants and the
students they taught do not fit the traditional stereotypes associated with Appalachians. We have
seen that their local communities and the families they work with are direct products of broader
sociopolitical contexts outside the region. Second, I knew many consultants before asking them
to participate in this dissertation research. While I do not consider this fact a limitation, per se, it
is essential to acknowledge the collegial relationships I had with most consultants before they
agreed to participate. I surmise our relationships gave me some credibility in their eyes,
especially since many knew me as a union leader during both state-wide strikes and a teacher
leader, as I served on several county-wide and state-wide education committees. I hope our
relationships allowed them to have frank conversations with me and made them feel more at
ease, especially when sharing their feelings and concerns. Third, I am an English language arts
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teacher, and I believe there are advantages to utilizing scholarly works from other fields, like
English language arts, that may apply to racial justice pedagogy. Moreover, one of the primary
principles of critical race theory in education is the interdisciplinary application of concepts
because when implemented effectively, racial justice pedagogy should reflect the integrative
nature of education and maintain a multidimensional view of the world (Navarro & Howard,
2017; Solórzano & Yosso, 2002).
While I contend that most limitations in this study are really strengths, two limitations
persist that I need to recognize. First and foremost, I wish I could have recruited West Virginia
social studies teachers with different racial identities. Of the eight consultants who participated in
this study, all identified as white except Rosie, who identified as Asian American. I wish I could
have asked at least one Black social studies teacher to be a consultant because they could have
added a much-needed perspective to the conversation about teaching issues of race and racism in
West Virginia. Unfortunately, I know only a handful of Black educators in West Virginia, and
none taught social studies. Future research could be done to explore the pedagogical decision
making processes of West Virginia teachers with more diverse racial identities. This research
may reveal even more complexities about how sociopolitical contexts impact educators of color
in West Virginia and how they must navigate these contexts differently than their white
colleagues. Second, I relied on consultants’ reflections and self-reporting rather than observable
data to analyze their pedagogical decision making processes. Because I had to study their
pedagogical decisions without observing consultants in their classrooms, limitations may arise
from not witnessing enactments of racially informed pedagogy in real-time. The purpose of this
study was not to evaluate the efficacy of consultants’ racial justice pedagogy; it was to explore
how consultants taught about race and racism and how they navigated sociopolitical contexts

311

affecting education. As a result, I recognize that observation can provide a more comprehensive
understanding of social phenomena and contexts. Still, I also had to be realistic in
conceptualizing and carrying out the research. During the 2021-2022 school year, the COVID-19
pandemic was still ongoing throughout the country, and many schools did not allow any outside
visitors, including researchers, to enter the building. For future studies, researchers may want to
consider observing participants’ pedagogical approaches because observation offers unique, rich
field-based knowledge, which other types of data, like interviews or focus groups alone, cannot
provide.
IMPLICATIONS
Because the purpose of this study was to add nuance and complexity to current
conversations about the teaching of racism and issues of race, there remain several possibilities
for future work. I first turn to educators, who have significant agency over what and how they
teach in the classroom. As we have seen, however, sociopolitical contexts greatly influence
educators’ pedagogical decision making processes. Moreover, their sociopolitical and racialized
contexts impact their pedagogical goals and approaches when teaching about race and racism,
affecting the racial justice pedagogy enacted in their classrooms. Next, I discuss the implications
of this study for teacher education professionals and others who work to prepare future educators
for the classroom. These two groups greatly influence many aspects of education and should
incorporate ways to support educators to teach about race and racism effectively. Finally, I
provide recommendations for future research, particularly in social studies education and racial
justice pedagogy.
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For Educators
From my interviews with consultants, I gleaned several important implications for
educators who want to teach about race and racism. First and foremost, consultants felt they had
to purposefully seek out their own educational opportunities to teach about race and racism.
Some of those educational opportunities included conducting self-studies by reading books,
especially historical monographs or social science publications. While reading can be personally
and professionally rewarding, many consultants seemed to crave professional development on
racial justice pedagogy because they never took an undergraduate or graduate level class that
showed them how to specifically address racism and issues of race with students. Several also
felt isolated at their schools because only a few, if any, of their colleagues taught about race and
racism. For example, while Voltaire and his social studies professional learning community often
discussed news stories about the debate over critical race theory, most other consultants did not
share his experience. Bob felt that many of his colleagues harbored dominant ideologies, and
Rosie noted that few other faculty members at her school policed her high school students’ racist
language. David also sought out specific professional development opportunities for teachers in
West Virginia trying to incorporate racial justice pedagogy because he wanted to discuss race
and racism more effectively with his predominantly white, impoverished students.
Consequently, one of the most important implications for educators, particularly those
teaching about race and racism in West Virginia, was the need for support. Racial justice
educators need like-minded colleagues from many different types of schools, not just the ones in
which they work and representing other content areas and programmatic levels, to discuss their
pedagogical goals and approaches. They can learn from one another and examine best practices
together to benefit many different populations of students. As far as I know, very few
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collaborative support groups for racial justice pedagogy exist in West Virginia. In fact, I can only
think of one for PK-12 educators. At the 2022 Appalachian Studies Association conference in
Morgantown, West Virginia, a group of educators who participated in the National Writing
Project at West Virginia University’s Teaching for Racial Justice Institute spoke about their
experiences in learning about racial justice pedagogy together (Slocum, Summers, Morris,
McClung, & Fisher, 2022). As a collaborative group, this cohort of primarily English language
arts and social studies teachers at the elementary, middle, and high school levels encouraged
each other to interrogate and challenge their pedagogy for dominant ideologies in order to make
their teaching practices more racially and socially just. At the conference, they discussed their
racial justice pedagogical practices and the importance of collegiate support groups to learn from
and hold each other accountable. Their Teaching for Racial Justice Institute provides a muchneeded model of support and collegiality for educators who want to implement racial justice
pedagogy. Furthermore, all educators who wish to teach about race and racism effectively
deserve a safe yet challenging space to share their ideas and grow their racial justice pedagogy
together.
For Teacher Education Professionals
In addition to educators teaching about racism and issues of race, this study has
implications for teacher education professionals who help prepare future educators for the
classroom. Whether the teacher education professionals work in higher education or an office of
teacher certification, they should consider educators’ challenges today and develop ways to
support more racially just pedagogy despite anti-critical race theory rhetoric and divisive
concepts. While this study examined the pedagogical decision making processes and practices of
social studies educators in West Virginia, teacher educational professionals in different content

314

areas and programmatic levels should also consider ways to promote racial justice education so
that all students can benefit from liberating and empowering pedagogical practices.
One way to address the pedagogical need to confront and challenge systemic racism is for
teacher education professionals to introduce the principles of racial justice pedagogy to future
educators. The first step in achieving this goal is recognizing that teacher education professionals
must move beyond the theoretical foundations of race and racism and engage with students about
how to “do race” in classrooms (Chandler, 2015, p. 5). According to Chandler (2015), veteran
social studies teachers and education students alike need racial pedagogical content knowledge,
which would incorporate content knowledge, pedagogical content knowledge, and practical
racial knowledge of how race and racism operate within society. Educators’ racial knowledge,
Chandler (2015) explains, should be informed by social science perspectives and adopt critical
race theory as an organizing framework for racial justice pedagogy, which would include the
following nine principles: 1) racism as normal, 2) race as a social construction, 3) interest
convergence, 4) revisionism/historical context, 5) use of narratives/counternarratives, 6) antiessentialism, 7) intersectionality, 8) racial realism, and 9) critiques of liberalism. The next step is
to show future educators how to enact racial justice pedagogy in their courses. For example,
teacher education professionals need to help student educators identify master narratives in
curricula and then show them how to find rich and diverse counternarratives of marginalized
voices to use in the classroom. Also, teacher education professionals need to walk student
educators through the process of critically analyzing material, utilizing the principles of critical
literacy so they can one day show their own students how to use these skills (Vasquez, Janks, &
Comber, 2019). Finally, sources like Schieble, Vetter, and Martin’s (2020) Classroom Talk for
Social Change: Critical Conversations in English Language Arts can be adapted for different
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content areas and can help to promote critical dialogue with a focus on challenging societal
power structures.
It would be naïve to believe that one learning module in an education course or even one
undergraduate class focused on the teaching of race and racism could undo a lifetime of living
among dominant ideologies and the implicit biases individuals unconsciously acquire as a result
of these hegemonic social constructs. I do, however, think it is imperative to include racial
justice pedagogy as a necessary praxis, especially in the social studies, where educators have
many opportunities to discuss the economic, historical, political, and cultural roots of racial
injustice. By showing education students how to enact racial justice pedagogy, they would be
given the tools to discuss race and racism in their classrooms effectively. Many consultants in
this study craved additional professional experiences to learn both about the historical roots of
racism as well as how to teach about it in an age-appropriate and thoughtful manner. Because
there were few organized avenues for this type of professional development, they conducted their
own learning experiences to achieve a level of racial pedagogical content knowledge (Chandler,
2015). If more teacher education professionals were willing to show education students how to
enact racial justice pedagogy, future educators would feel more confident and better equipped to
teach about racism and issues of race.
Similarly, I acknowledge that education students may enter their pedagogy courses illprepared—and perhaps unwilling—to teach about race and racism. Regardless, they must
become familiar with racial justice pedagogy, given our increasingly pluralistic society (Navarro
& Howard, 2017), even though the need for training in racial justice pedagogy may be difficult
to achieve in the future as states continue to relax teacher preparation and certification
requirements (Will, 2022). As a result, more unprepared educators with little to no experience

316

working with diverse populations will be teaching in classrooms across the country. At best,
some novice educators may blunder their way through discussions of race and racism. At worst,
they may perpetuate harmful racist attitudes and beliefs and further marginalize their students of
color. Thus, formal preparation in effective racial justice pedagogy is imperative.
For Researchers
Because the purpose of this study was to add to broader conversations about racial justice
pedagogy by examining educators’ pedagogical decision making processes, further research on
practical applications of racial justice pedagogy is warranted. In the field of social studies
education, critical race theory and critical whiteness studies have provided a valuable theoretical
foundation for racial justice pedagogy, yet social studies educators have very few empirical
works examining antiracist praxis (Chandler & Hawley, 2017; King & Chandler, 2016; Levstik
& Tyson, 2008). Social studies educators need content-specific strategies and resources for racial
justice pedagogy. While they may be able to pull from other fields, like English language arts,
where organizations like the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) actively promote
antiracist pedagogy and racial literacy (NCTE, 2022; Sealey-Ruiz, 2021), further research is
necessary to explore how other content teachers adopt racial justice pedagogy and what specific
pedagogical approaches they use with their students to challenge and interrogate systems of
oppression. Similarly, studies using teacher and student observations in the classroom along with
artifact analyses could reveal core best practices of educators using effective racial justice
pedagogy. Immersive research, such as ethnography, could be beneficial in documenting rich
pedagogical approaches, especially because the teaching of race and racism occurs often through
dialogue. Part of this research should focus on effective dialogic practices of confronting systems
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of inequality and reflexive activities for white students and teachers as they unpack dominant
ideologies from within.
In addition to future empirical studies examining antiracist pedagogy and racial justice
pedagogy, further research exploring various educators’ pedagogical decision making processes
and pedagogical practices would be helpful to add to our understanding of how educators teach
about race and racism and how we can help teachers achieve the ultimate goal of disrupting
dominant racial ideologies. While this study examines only eight social studies teachers in West
Virginia, additional studies should include other educators across the country from different
regions and with different identities, including race, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, gender
identity, and sexual orientation, to further broaden our understandings of why and how they
teach about race and racism. Their unique sociopolitical contexts would also impact how they
navigate these topics in their classrooms and what pedagogical approaches they choose to use in
their classrooms. We need to ask them if they have had any success teaching about race and
racism and what other challenges they have faced when covering these topics. We also need to
explore how else we can help educators implement racial justice pedagogy and do so effectively
to combat racism in all its forms.
CONCLUSION
This qualitative study explored the pedagogical decision making processes of eight social
studies teachers when teaching about race and racism, all the while navigating the interconnected
and layered sociopolitical contexts within West Virginia and the United States. Grounded in the
complementary theoretical frameworks of critical race theory, critical whiteness studies, and
critical regionalism, I sought to add a new and nuanced perspective to broader conversations
about the teaching of race and racism, particularly in the field of social studies education.
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Consultants participated in first-round, second-round, and focus group interviews in which I
asked them to describe and reflect upon their teaching practices, which were situated in
simultaneously similar yet unique sociopolitical contexts. During our conversations, consultants
revealed that macro- and micro-level sociopolitical contexts framed nearly every step of their
pedagogical decision making processes, and those contexts created both rewards and challenges
when teaching about racism and issues of race. As a result, consultants grappled with dominant
racial ideologies. They felt pulled by their desire to teach historical and contemporary truths
about racial inequality and the constant threats brought about by the recent weaponization of
critical race theory and divisive concepts laws. Moreover, consultants’ grappling with dominant
ideologies also demonstrated that consultants’ pedagogical decisions when teaching about race
and racism fell along a continuum of racial justice pedagogy, and their place on the racial justice
pedagogy continuum vacillated from activity to activity and lesson to lesson. This research
reveals that educators need support when entering into the complex and crucial work of
antiracism. They also need knowledge in racial justice pedagogy to effectively confront racism in
its many forms, challenge systems of oppression, and fundamentally transform societal power
structures.
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APPENDIX A: MARSHALL UNIVERSITY IRB APPROVAL LETTER
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APPENDIX B: VERBAL PRESENTATION FOR INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEWS
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APPENDIX C: ROUND-ONE INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
1. What is your name? Where do you teach? What grade and social studies course do you teach?
2. Describe the school and community in which you teach.
3. How have you taught about race or racism in the past?
4. What materials or resources have you used?
5. How do you plan to teach about race and racism this year?
6. Are you making any changes to how you’ve taught these topics in the past, and if so, why?
7. Will you be adapting any resources you have used in the past, or will you be creating new
ones? If so, why?
8. How have students responded when you have taught about race and racism in the past?
9. How do you anticipate students’ or parents’ reactions to these topics?
10. Are you worried about the national debate surrounding critical race theory, and has this
impacted how you plan on approaching these topics in the classroom?
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APPENDIX D: ROUND-TWO INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
1. How did you end up teaching about race and racism this year? Was it how you planned it
when we spoke last?
2. If it changed, why so? Or, if not, why did it stay the same?
3. Were there any interesting or challenging discussions/activities during these lessons? How did
you react? How did your students react?
4. Did you face any challenges or have any rewards while you were teaching about race and
racism? What emotions did you encounter (either yourself or your students)?
5. How did your students’ reactions affect how you taught about race and racism?
6. Do you plan on following up with these lessons? Why or why not?
7. Do you plan on using or changing any of these lessons next year? How and why?
8. Why do you think it is important to discuss race and racism in the social studies classroom?
9. Do you consider your teaching a transformative process? Why or why not?
10. Do you think it is worthwhile to have one hour-long focus group with other teachers in this
study to discuss how you teach about race and racism? If so, would you participate?
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APPENDIX E: MARSHALL UNIVERSITY IRB AMENDMENT APPROVAL LETTER
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APPENDIX F: VERBAL PRESENTATION FOR FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEW
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APPENDIX G: FOCUS GROUP QUESTIONS
1. Why do you think it is important to teach about race and racism?
2. Why is it important to teach these topics as a social studies teacher in West Virginia?
3. What success have you seen when teaching about race and racism?
4. What challenges have you faced when teaching about these topics?
5. What could benefit other social studies teachers in West Virginia who want to teach about race
and racism?
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APPENDIX H: DATA COLLECTION AT A GLANCE
Pseudonym13
(Racial & Gender
Identity)
Harriet
Female
White
Bob
Male
White
Rosie
Female
Asian-American
David
Male
White

Grade &
Subject(s)14

School
Demographics
(All approximations)15
12th State and Local Politics
High School
11th WV History Elective
800 students
th
10 Early American History
0% students of color
40% low SES
AP Human Geography
High School
AP Government
750 students
th
12 Civics
>1% students of color
10th Early American History
50% low SES
th
12 US Government & Economics High School
12th US Civics
700 students
9th World History
>1% students of color
35% low SES
6th Contemporary U.S. History
K-8 School
700 students
>1% students of color
50% low SES

13

Interview 1
(Date)

Interview 2
(Date)

11/23/2021

3/28/2022

Focus Group
(Participation)
4/13/2022
Yes

11/17/2021

3/7/2022

Yes

11/15/2021

3/9/2022

No

11/10/2021

3/30/2022

No

Consultants are listed as they appear in Chapter 4: Educator Profiles.
Subjects are self-identified by consultants. Advanced Placement (AP) course names are universal across the country, but the names of high school social
studies courses may differ. Course name differences stem from the course schedules at the consultants’ high schools as well as the university or college working
with a high school if the course is offered as dual credit. Throughout West Virginia, all sixth-grade students take contemporary United States history, all seventhgrade students take world history (sometimes called ancient civilizations, depending on the school), and all eighth-grade students take West Virginia studies.
15
All school statistics in Appendix H and Chapter 4 are approximations to provide context but also maintain confidentiality. Data was retrieved from the West
Virginia Department of Education for the 2021-2022 school year.
14
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Susan
Female
White

8th West Virginia Studies

John
Male
White

AP Psychology
11th & 12th Sociology

Tom
Male
White

10th Early American History
9th World History

Voltaire
Male
White

AP US Government & Politics
12th Civics

K-8 School
350 students
0% students of color
40% low SES
High School
1,300 students
10% students of color
25% low SES
High School
1,800 students
6% students of color
40% low SES
High School
1,800 students
20% students of color
30% low SES
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11/11/2021

3/9/2022

No

11/16/2021

3/12/2022

No

11/23/2021

3/21/2022

No

11/16/2021

3/6/2022

No

